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Abstract

Leaders often take credit for the accomplishments of their predecessors – and blame
them for bad times – but it is unclear whether voters hold them accountable for in-
herited conditions. I combine over 1,300 opinion polls to test how new presidents are
rewarded or punished for current economic performance, and how these judgments
evolve over time. I find the economy influences voter evaluations early in a presi-
dent’s first year, that it influences evaluations more so in the second year, and that it
does not influence evaluations any more in later years. Surveys of governor approval
and state economic conditions yield similar results, as does an original survey experi-
ment exploiting the varying tenure of state governors in the wake of the 2018 midterm
elections. These results suggest leaders are held accountable for the actions of their
predecessors, and that voters mostly ignore time in office when judging performance.
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As an old saying goes, successes have many parents, while failures are orphans. In presidential

politics, this phenomenon is most evident early in a leader’s tenure, when it is ambiguous just

who should be held accountable for current conditions. Should voters credit the newly inaugurated

incumbent, whose policy programs may be just getting off the ground, or should they look to the

previous president, who may have had eight years to make their economic mark?

Of course, leaders themselves answer this question in a predictable way: if times are good, it

is because of my actions; if times are bad, look to my predecessor. An extreme example comes

from March 2017, when newly inaugurated President Donald Trump attributed Exxon Mobil’s

multi-billion dollar investment in Texas and Louisiana, in fact planned since 2013, as “done to

a large extent because of our policies” (Gajanan 2017; Woodward and Drinkard 2017). Beyond

the first few months of a leader’s tenure, however, questions of credit and blame become more

muddled. In the 2012 presidential campaign, for example, candidate Mitt Romney criticized in-

cumbent Barack Obama for blaming poor economic performance on his predecessor. It may have

seemed reasonable to many voters that, after four years, Obama should bear full responsibility for

the state of the economy. Yet as Romney himself had explained in 2006, defending his own record

as Massachusetts governor, “If you’re going to suggest to me that somehow the day I got elected,

somehow jobs should immediately turn around. Why, that would be silly. It takes a while to get

things turned around” (Stone 2012).

While examples of leaders engaging in such rhetoric are plentiful, we currently know little

about how voters hold new presidents accountable for inherited conditions, and how this behavior

evolves as the term goes on. One possibility is that voters – as is implicit in the rhetoric of leaders

like President Trump – entirely ignore time in office, believing leaders to be instantly responsible

for the economy upon taking office, and no more responsible as time goes on. Another possibility

is that – as leaders like President Obama and Governor Romney seem to hope – voters understand

that “it takes a while” for a president’s policies to make a difference, and so do not hold leaders

accountable for the economy right away, but do hold them more accountable as time goes on.

Understanding which model of accountability holds in practice is important for at least three
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reasons. First, as the example of the 2012 election shows, debates over how soon the current

incumbent should be credited or blamed for the economy are central to political campaigns. Sec-

ond, if voters punish incumbents for the actions of their predecessors, they could be making an

attribution error, potentially weakening the power of democracy as a means to incentivize good

performance. Third, understanding how voters weight current economic performance during the

term has implications for the incentive effects of myopic retrospection at the end of the term. Al-

though several studies find voters discount past performance in making their quadrennial electoral

judgments, the incentive effects of myopic retrospection are potentially offset depending on how

voters assign credit and blame throughout a president’s term.

To examine accountability over leader terms, I rely on several data sources, including a newly

assembled dataset of over 1.5 million individual-level survey responses, coming from 1,300 sur-

veys, to questions on subjective economic perceptions and presidential approval; previously unused

state-level surveys of gubernatorial approval from two states; and an original survey experiment

that interacts randomly assigned variation in economic perceptions with cross-state variation in

the tenure of current governors. Throughout, my measure of accountability is the correspondence

between subjective economic perceptions and presidential or gubernatorial job approval, and my

approach is to examine how this relationship varies with leader tenure.

Across contexts and research designs, I find voters largely ignore time in office when judging

leaders on the economy. Even early in their first year in office, voters judge presidents and gov-

ernors on the basis of the current economy. For presidents, this relationship is slightly higher in

subsequent years relative to the first, while for governors I detect no such difference. There also

does not appear to be any growth in the economy/approval relationship after the first year – even

after eight years in office, voters do not hold presidents any more accountable for the economy

than they did in year two. Thus, presidents and governors essentially “own” the economy almost

instantly upon taking office, and their “ownership” does not increase with tenure.
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Economic Accountability and Leader Tenure

Do voters hold incumbents accountable for the economy right away? Do they hold incumbents

more responsible the longer they have been in office? Setting aside the question of how voters

behave in practice, implicit in some of the campaign anecdotes relayed above is an assumption

that presidents should not be held immediately accountable, that they should be held accountable

at some point in their tenure, and that they should be more accountable as time goes on.

Political economy scholars, interested primarily in the impact of presidential partisanship on

economic performance, have also made claims about how soon a president should be held responsi-

ble for the economy (Alesina 1988; Campbell 2011; Bartels 2016). These scholars typically argue

that it takes at least a year for a president’s policies to take effect, and that the effects of partisan

control are more plausible the longer a president has been in office. For instance, while Bartels

(2016) finds the economy performs better under Democratic presidents, Campbell (2011) disputes

this finding on the grounds that Bartels does not properly account for the policies of Republican

predecessors. Though they disagree as to whether there are partisan differences in performance,

both Campbell and Bartels argue a president’s policies take time to take effect, and that the effects

are greater when presidents are in office longer.1

Thus, both popular discourse and political science scholarship suggest a benchmark against

which we might compare voter behavior in practice. According to this benchmark, voters should

not hold the president accountable for the economy during the first year in office, and accountability

should grow as time in office increases. Deviations from this benchmark might raise questions

about voter competence, and may also reflect an attribution error. For instance, if voters blame a

new president for the economy just six weeks into the term, they could be effectively blaming the

incumbent for the actions of their predecessor. The inherited economy may then be seen as a type

1Some studies of partisan control examine the immediate impacts of election results on eco-

nomic expectations (e.g., Herron 2000; Snowberg, Wolfers, and Zitzewitz 2007; Gerber and Huber

2010). To the extent that expectations translate into broader economic performance, these studies

suggest presidents could exert an immediate, if small, effect on the economy.
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of “irrelevant event,” akin to other events that leaders do not control, but are nonetheless rewarded

or punished for by voters (e.g., Healy et al. 2010; Huber et al. 2012; Achen and Bartels 2016;

Busby, Druckman, and Frendenall 2017; Sances 2017; Graham et al. 2019). As I discuss in the

next section, however, in the case of the inherited economy, the implications for voter welfare are

unclear without also considering myopic retrospection.

Myopic Voters, Presidential Approval, and Incentives

Despite the prominence of these debates in campaigns (Vavreck 2009), and the clear benchmarks

offered by political elites and scholars, scholarship has largely overlooked how accountability for

the economy varies during a leader’s term. To be sure, a number of studies examine how account-

ability at the end of a president’s term varies as a function of different events over the course of

the term, i.e. whether voters are myopic and only hold presidents responsible for short-term events

(Achen and Bartels 2016; Healy and Lenz 2014; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011). In a compre-

hensive study of presidential campaigns, Vavreck (2009) shows these voter judgments are in part

a result of candidate rhetoric: incumbents presiding over good economies will talk about it more,

while those presiding over bad economies seek to minimize their own responsibility.

A key finding in the retrospective voting literature is that voters do focus almost exclusively

on recent economic performance when casting their votes in elections (Achen and Bartels 2016;

Healy and Lenz 2014; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011). Most scholars interpret these results as

negative for democracy (though see Vavreck 2009, 161-162). As Healy and Lenz (2014, 31) write,

voters’ focus on the short-term could feed back into the policy process, “incentiviz[ing] politicians

to focus on election-year growth, with substantial consequences for public welfare” in years that

do not happen to coincide with elections (see also Tufte 1978). For instance, a president might

pursue “expansionary monetary policy” in an election year, with no regard for the resulting “high

inflation” in the years following the election (Healy and Lenz 2014, 31).

While studies of vote choice and campaigns give important insights into how voters hold pres-
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idents accountable for the economy, they are incomplete in that they assume presidents are solely

motivated by re-election. Beginning as early as Neustadt’s (1960) seminal study of the presidency,

scholars have noted presidents also care intensely about their public standing. More popular presi-

dents have an easier time enacting their agenda in Congress (Rivers and Rose 1985; Canes-Wrone

and De Marchi 2002; Bond et al. 2003), are more likely to have their unilateral actions counte-

nanced by voters (Reeves and Rogowski 2016), and are ultimately more likely to be re-elected

(Sigelman 1979; Newport and Caroll 2003). The broader political system is also more amenable

to popular presidents, as voters reward them with more seats in Congress (Tufte 1975) and in state

legislatures (Rogers 2016).

Although scholars in the myopic voting literature have drawn dire conclusions about how voter

behavior can lead to “myopic” policies, the incentive effects are unclear without also considering

the dynamic effect of the economy on presidential approval. Depending on how voters behave,

leader incentives to engage in “myopic” policy making could be ameliorated, or intensified. For

instance, if voters hold a new president responsible for the economy starting in their first year, the

president will have to attend to the economy right away, and not simply wait until the election

year.2 In contrast, if voters give presidents a pass on the economy for the first three years, and

approval only starts to respond to the economy in the fourth year, then leaders have even more

reason to focus only on the election year.

Perhaps ironically, it is the “impatient” voter, who holds the president accountable (via ap-

proval) for the economy in the first year, who works against the “myopic” voter, who holds the

president accountable (via voting) only for the election year economy. That is, deviations from

the benchmark described in the previous section, while seemingly indicative of a lack of voter

understanding of economic policy, could in fact work to reduce the negative incentive effects of

myopic voting. In this sense, an electorate that ignores leader tenure could be an example of seem-

2A re-election motivated president might also be constrained from recklessly accelerating the

economy in an election year if they know voters will hold them accountable, via presidential ap-

proval, for the resulting poor economic performance in the subsequent year.
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ingly “irrational” voter behavior leading to improvements in voter welfare (Ashworth and Bueno

de Mesquita 2014; Lenz and Myers 2019).

How Do Voters Actually Behave?

Many studies provide indirect evidence that voters factor time in office into their evaluations of

leaders. For example, Nadeau and Lewis-Beck (2001) find annual economic performance predicts

presidential voting in the American National Election Study (ANES) survey, but only when there

is an incumbent running for re-election. This suggests voters give the economy more weight the

longer an incumbent has been in office: voters do not hold either of the candidates accountable

for the economy in an open election, but they will hold the winner accountable four years later if

the winner runs for re-election. In a cross-national study, Nadeau, Niemi, and Yoshinaka (2002)

find retrospective evaluations matter more when an aggregated “clarity of responsibility” (Powell

and Whitten 1993) index, of which time in office is one factor, is higher; however, these authors

do not separate out the impact of time in office in particular.3 These results suggest voters behave

as if leaders have more control over the economy as tenure in office increases. However, as they

rely on election-year surveys, they can not speak to precisely how accountability evolves between

inauguration time and the next election. Moreover, they can not rule out the possibility that the

greater weight observed is simply the result of campaigns “priming” the economy (Vavreck 2009;

Lenz 2012), an effect which may recede once the election passes.

A second group of studies focuses in on particular presidential transitions, testing how voters

allocate credit and blame between incumbent and predecessor. Studying the 2012 re-election of

Barack Obama, D’Elia and Norpoth (2014) ask how the president could have defied simple eco-

nomic voting forecasts, several of which predicted a Republican win. Using the 2012 ANES, they

find voters blamed George W. Bush for the low level of economic performance in 2012, but cred-

3In a more recent comparative study, Larsen (2019) finds voters place less weight on the econ-

omy as time goes on, an effect the author attributes to voters relying less on the present as they

become more confident in their evaluations of leaders.
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ited Obama with the positive trend. And in an original survey of Ohio voters, Nawara (2015) finds

attributions for the Iraq war and the economy are guided by partisan motivated reasoning, with

partisans attributing policies they like to their copartisan president. Both of these studies provide

important insights into voter attributions during presidential transitions, and both are consistent

with the comparative literature’s finding that voters pay some attention to time in office. Yet as

they both use surveys conducted at a single point in time and from a single presidency, they do not

speak to how accountability changes over presidential terms or in general.

The most direct evidence on this question comes from studies employing time series analysis

of presidential approval. Lebo and Box-Steffensmeier (2008), for example, ask if the importance

of the economy (measured using aggregate consumer sentiment) is constant over five presidencies,

or if it varies in response to political events. They find the economy’s importance, in the form of a

dynamic correlation coefficient, is indeed highly variable within and across presidencies. However,

as the goal of their paper is primarily methodological, they do not discuss how soon new presidents

are held accountable, or whether the weight given to the economy is generally increasing or gener-

ally decreasing over a president’s term. Indeed, examining their results (697), the current economy

is almost always (in four of the five presidencies studied) positively correlated with presidential

approval immediately after a president’s inauguration.

In a more recent analysis of time series data, Stegmaier and Norpoth (2018) reach a rather

different conclusion. Analyzing the correlation between changes in aggregate unemployment rates

and aggregate approval over many presidencies, these authors conclude that “presidents typically

do not ‘own’ the economy until they’ve been in office for more than a year,” and that this ownership

increases the longer presidents are in office. As a recent review of the economic voting literature

summarizes, these results suggest “the public is savvy, and understands that policy effects carry

over from one presidency to the next and that it takes time for a new president to impact the

direction of the economy” (Stegmaier, Lewis-Beck, and Brown 2019).4

4A slew of other papers shows voters reacting to real or perceived changes in authority by

updating their evaluations accordingly. For instance, during the Obama presidency, Johnston and

Goggin (2015) find evidence voters hold the president responsible for the BP oil spill disaster once
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Overall, then, existing work gives a mixed picture of how voters factor time in office into

their evaluations of leader performance. While the general finding is that accountability for the

economy is increasing with tenure, the studies that produce this finding tend to rely on just one

or two time periods, and mainly from eleciton year surveys which could artificially inflate the

economy’s importance. And while time series designs yield a far greater number of data points,

the studies employing these designs reach very different conclusions about how soon leaders “own”

the economy.

Using Individual-Level Data to Study Presidential Approval

One apparent advantage of time series designs is the use of objective economic indicators, such

as the actual national unemployment rate. As MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson (1992, 598) warn,

echoing Kramer (1983), cross-sectional measures of subjective economic perceptions are “prone

to partisan rationalizations” (see also Evans and Pickup 2010). As Carey and Lebo (2006, 545)

note, such warnings have led to a strong preference for time series approaches in the study of

presidential approval. Yet they also note that objective economic indicators often do not match

voter perceptions, and that it is voter perceptions that ultimately matter for accountability (see also

Healy and Malhotra 2013).

While individual and aggregate data both have strengths and weaknesses, my approach in this

paper is most similar to that of Carey and Lebo’s use of repeated cross sections and subjective

media coverage begins to frame the president as responsible. Outside the presidential context,

Larsen (2018) finds that a shift in statutory policy responsibility leads to a shift in accountability

across levels of government in Denmark, and Lay and Tyburski (2017) find that mayors are held

more accountable for test scores when mayors control local school boards. Relatedly, de Benedictis

Kessner (2018) studies a case where voters by default do not punish the “right” decision-makers

for policy performance, but do shift their behavior in response to an informational intervention. All

these studies suggest that, at some unknown point in time, accountability for the policy in question

changed from zero to positive.
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economic perceptions.5 By leveraging individual-level variation, I am better equipped to detect

short-term shifts in accountability that highly aggregated time series data could obscure. And

while partisan rationalization is a concern, recent quasi-experimental (Lenz 2012) and experimen-

tal (Simonovitz 2015) evidence suggests such bias is actually not that large when it comes to

economic performance. However, I will also address the rationalization issue empirically, using a

survey experiment that allows me to gain some control over respondents’ economic perceptions.

The Influence of Economic Perceptions Over President’s Terms

I begin with an analysis of how the influence of economic perceptions on presidential approval

varies over presidents’ terms. To do so, I rely on hundreds of individual surveys collected from the

Roper Center’s iPoll Databank, which I found by searching the database for questions including

the phrase “econom*”. The iPoll Databank is a repository of pre-existing public opinion surveys,

including thousands of nationally representative polls conducted by organizations such as Gallup,

CBS, Pew, CNN, and others.6 To be included in my study, a survey had to ask about economic

evaluations, presidential approval, and party identification; and it had to be available for download

in raw data format. Figure 1 plots the number of polls (top panel) and number of unique responses

5Carey and Lebo examine how the individual-level association between subjective economic

perceptions and incumbent vote intent changes over two election campaigns in the UK. Interest-

ingly, Carey and Lebo find subjective retrospections predict vote intent as early as a few months

into the new Labour government’s term in 1997, and that this effect grows incrementally over

time. My paper is also similar to recent work by Montagnes, Peskowitz, and McCrain (2019),

who use many individual-level Gallup polls to bound the true partisan difference in presidential

approval. My study is distinct in that I do not seek to quantify partisan differences in approval,

while Montagnes et al. do not examine economic perceptions.
6See https://ropercenter.cornell.edu. The vast majority of search results asked about the current

or future economy. Very few questions asked about retrospective evaluations. I use only the

current-focused questions in this paper. The distribution of responses and polls by survey house is

included in the Online Supporting Information.
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Figure 1: Number of polls (top panel) and responses (in 1,000s, bottom panel) by year and presi-
dency.

(in 1,000s; bottom panel) over time, with vertical lines separating presidencies. The height of

each bar represents the total number of polls or responses by year. In total, I collect 1,308 surveys

consisting of 1,504,759 individual responses.

Each poll required semi-manual recoding in order to make the approval and economic percep-

tions consistent across data sets. For instance, presidential approval is typically asked as, “Do you

approve or disapprove of the way [president] is handling his job as President?” About 77% of

respondents were given two response choices – Approve or Disapprove – when asked this ques-

tion, and 22% were given four choices (to indicate strength of approval). I convert all Approval

responses to a 0 to 1 scale, coding the observed minimum in a given survey as 0, the observed

maximum in a given survey as 1, and the values in between in proportion to their original codes.
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Wordings for economic perception items are more variable, but questions typically ask whether

the economy is currently good or bad (63% of responses),7 or whether it is currently getting better

or worse (37%).8 I treat both these items as asking about current economic conditions, though I

show results separately by question type in the Online Supporting Information. As with approval,

I recode values within each survey such that the observed most negative response becomes 0, the

observed most positive response becomes 1, and responses in between are recoded in proportion

to their original values.

I begin by estimating the effect of economic perceptions on approval for each survey s, fitting

the following individual-level regression,

approvalis = αs + βs ∗ economyis +

Ps∑
p=1

µp ∗ 1{partyis = p}+ εis (1)

That is, I regress presidential approval, scaled from 0 to 1, on economic perceptions, scaled from 0

to 1, plus a full set of party dummies, where the categories of party are allowed to vary by survey.

Thus, if the original survey coded respondents as Democrat, Republican, Independent, Other, and

Don’t Know, a dummy variable is included for each of these five categories; if the original survey

asks seven-point ID and Don’t Know, there are eight dummies. This adjustment is partly meant to

address the partisan rationalization explanation for any approval-economic perceptions link, and

is easier to implement than standardizing the coding of party across 1,300 polls. After fitting this

regression for each poll, I then save the estimates of βs, plotting them estimates over time in Figure

2.

Each panel in Figure 2 represents a different presidency, and each point in each panel represents

a separate estimate of β, or how presidential approval increases when comparing a respondent with

the most positive economic perception to a respondent who has the most negative perception, net

of partisanship. Points in black are from regressions using questions about whether the economy is

7E.g., “Would you describe the state of the nation’s economy these days as excellent, good, not

so good or poor?”
8E.g., “Do you think the economy is getting better, getting worse, or staying the same?”

11



-.2
0

.2

.4

.6

.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Carter

-.2
0
.2
.4
.6
.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Reagan

-.2
0

.2

.4

.6

.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Bush 1

-.2
0
.2
.4
.6
.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Clinton

-.2
0

.2

.4

.6

.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Bush 2

-.2
0
.2
.4
.6
.8

0 365 730 1095 1460 1825 2190 2555

Obama

Es
tim

at
ed

 β

Days into presidency

Figure 2: Current economic perceptions and presidential approval by president and time in office.
Black points use questions asking whether the economy is currently good or bad; gray points use
questions asking whether the economy is currently getting better or worse.

currently performing well or not well, and points in gray use questions about whether the economy

is currently getting better or worse. Regardless of the measure, to the extent that respondents factor

economic performance into their evaluation of the president, estimates of β should be higher.

One interesting feature of Figure 2 is that voters associate the president with the current econ-
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omy very quickly. For instance, not even halfway into Carter’s first year in office, there is a strong

association between whether voters think the economy is getting better, and whether they approve

of Carter’s job performance. The same is true for Reagan, though voters appear slightly more hesi-

tant to rely on current performance in levels early on. For the most recent three presidencies, there

is enough data that we can closely track the growth of accountability from inauguration, when the

estimates are zero or even negative, to mid-way through the first year, when they are consistently

positive. For George W. Bush, estimates are positive even immediately after the inauguration.

A second interesting feature is the lack of any significant trending beyond the first year. For

instance, even though four of the six presidents examined were in office for eight years, voters do

not appear to give the economy any greater weight in year eight as opposed to year one or two.

Between the start and end of a presidency, there does not appear to be any systematic trend in

accountability. Still, these estimates are noisy, and it is worth estimating a model that pools all the

data in order to increase precision, and to understand what happens on average.

To estimate a pooled model, I begin with the same equation as above, but with additional

models for the intercept and slope. I also impose the restriction that α and β are constant within a

given year t of a presidency. Thus we have,

αs = γ1 +
8∑

t=2

γt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ νs

βs = δ1 +
8∑

t=2

δt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ ψs
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Substituting into equation (1), we have

approvalis =

(
γ1 +

8∑
t=2

γt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ νs

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

αs

+

(
δ1 +

8∑
t=2

δt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ ψs

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

βs

∗ economyis +

Ps∑
p=1

µp ∗ 1{partyis = p}+ εis

= γ1 +
8∑

t=2

γt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ δ1 ∗ economyis +

8∑
t=2

δt ∗ 1{tenures = t} ∗ economyis +

Ps∑
p=1

µp ∗ 1{partyis = p}+ ψs ∗ economyis + νs + εis

I estimate this equation using a linear regression of approval on year-of-presidency indicators,

economic perceptions, interactions between each year-of-presidency and economic perceptions,

and indicators for each party-poll combination. In addition to adjusting for partisan identity, this

last term also adjusts for any heterogeneity in approval levels across polling companies and across

time. Note that in practice, the year-of-term effects γt drop out given collinearity with the party-poll

indicators, leading to the following regression:

approvalis = α+δ1 ∗ economyis +
8∑

t=2

δt ∗ 1{tenures = t} ∗ economyis + (2)

Ps∑
p=1

µp ∗ 1{partyis = p}+ ε̃is

where ε̃ is is a composite error term. Given the key explanatory variable is tenure in office, which

varies at the year level, I cluster standard errors by year.

This specification yields three statistical tests of interest. First is whether the president “owns”
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the economy in the initial year of the presidency. Being in the first year implies tenure = 1, thus

Hypothesis 1 is that δ1 = 0.9 Second, we can test whether subsequent years matter more than

the first year. Given each of the interactive terms captures how much more, relative to the first

year, the economy matters in a particular year, Hypothesis 2 is simply the joint test of whether

δ2 = 0, δ3 = 0, ..., δ8 = 0. Finally, we can test whether accountability grows (or declines) after the

inaugural year, or Hypothesis 3, δ1 = δ2 = ... = δ8.

Figure 3 summarizes the results of this regression by plotting estimated weights β, and 95%

confidence intervals, against the year of the presidency.10 In keeping with the disaggregated co-

efficients shown previously, we see that voters associate subjective economic perceptions with

presidential approval in the first year of a presidency; the estimate is about 0.5.11 The weight vot-

9Omitting subscripts,

E[approval|economy=1, tenure=1]− E[approval|economy=0, tenure=1]

=(α+ δ1)− α = δ1

10Given the equation for βs given above,

E[βs|t = 1] = E[δ1 +
8∑

t=2

δt ∗ 1{tenures = t}+ ψs|t = 1]

= δ1

E[βs|t 6= 1] = δ1 + δt

Thus the first bar in Figure 3 is simply δ1, while the subsequent bars add δ1 and δt for each t.
11A comparison of the first-year coefficient with latter years may be difficult if other features of

the data also change over this period. For instance, it may be that pollsters are less likely to ask

about presidential approval early on in a president’s term. Similarly, they may be just as likely

to ask, but respondents may be less likely to answer. In the Online Supporting Information, I

present statistical evidence that pollsters are not less likely to ask approval early on (a result that is

consistent with the visual evidence in Figure 2). However, I do find that “don’t know” responses

are higher early on, in a manner that closely tracks the evolution of the economy coefficients; i.e.,

as the proportion of don’t know responses decreases over the first few weeks of a term, so too does

15



H1: δ1=0, p=0.00
H2: δ2=0,...,δ8=0, p=0.02

H3: δ2=,...,δ8, p=0.64

0

.1

.2

.3

.4

.5

.6

.7

.8
Es

tim
at

ed
 β

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Year of presidency

Figure 3: Economic perceptions and presidential approval by tenure.

ers place on the current economy grows by about ten percentage points in the following year, but

does not change appreciably after that. Statistically, we can reject the hypothesis that the weight

given to the economy in subsequent years is equal to the first year’s weight at the 0.05 level.12

However, the p-value for the hypothesis of no trending in weights in subsequent years is 0.64,

the magnitude of the economy coefficient. I interpret this as entirely consistent with voters being

less likely to hold presidents accountable for the economy in the first year. By responding “don’t

know” to the approval question, they are not holding the president accountable for anything.
12Note this result does depend on the measure used. As I show in the Online Supporting Infor-

mation, post-inaugural years only see significantly higher accountability relative to the first year for

questions about current levels (“Is the economy good or bad?”); there are no statistically significant

differences for questions about current trends (“Is the economy getting better or worse?”)
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suggesting that any variation in weights after the inaugural year is statistical noise.13

Overall, the pooled regression results are consistent with the disaggregated results shown ear-

lier. By this metric, voters behave as if presidents “own” the economy in the first year, that they

“own” it slightly more in the second year, and that they do not “own” it any more after that – even

if the president has had eight years to influence the economy.

The State Economy and Gubernatorial Approval

The states are a natural laboratory to replicate these results. For one, it is interesting to know if the

pattern observed for presidents is particular to national politics, or if it extends to other settings. For

another, at the state level there is greater variation in the key independent variables of incumbent

tenure and economic perceptions. An additional advantage is that the distorting influence of party

is probably weaker at the state level.

Surveys that include questions about state economic performance and state governor approval

are much less common (Parry, Kisida, and Langley 2008). I was able to obtain repeated cross-

sections of polls with these questions from two states: California (the Field Poll14) and New Jersey

(the Eagleton Institute of Politics surveys conducted by the Star-Ledger and Rutgers University15).

Similar to the presidential analysis, I include a poll in this analysis if it asks about governor ap-

proval, perceptions of the current state economy, and party identification.

Figure 4 plots the number of survey responses by year for each state survey, with vertical

lines denoting changes in governorships. Overall I collect about 23,000 responses. One advantage

of these polls, relative to the many presidential series, is that economic perceptions items are

13One other interesting feature of Figure 3, also evident in the disaggregated data shown earlier,

is that the economy appears to matter just as much in year 5 as it does in year 4. This suggests

that a re-election focused president is constrained from recklessly ramping up the economy in the

election year (year 4), given that the economy is going to matter just as much for approval in the

next year (year 5).
14See http://ucdata.berkeley.edu/data_record.php?recid=3.
15See http://eagleton.libraries.rutgers.edu/.
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Figure 4: Number of responses (in 100’s) by state survey and year.

consistent within surveys. For instance, the California Field poll asks,

How would you generally describe economic conditions in California now? Would

you say that economically, California is in good times or... (Good times, bad times,

in-between)

and the New Jersey Eagleton poll asks,

How would you generally describe economic conditions in New Jersey now? Would

you say that economically New Jersey is in good times or bad times right now? (Good

times, bad times, neither good or bad)

Mirroring the presidential analysis, I first estimate separate regressions of approval on economic

perceptions, net of party effects, by poll date for each series. I plot these coefficients against days

in office, by state and by governor, in Figure 5.

While there is less data going into the generation of these plots, the results are similar to those

seen for presidential approval. For instance, when polls conducted during a governor’s first year in

office are available, there is always a positive correlation between perceptions of the state economy
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Figure 5: State economic perceptions and gubernatorial approval by tenure.
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Figure 6: State economic perceptions and gubernatorial approval by tenure.

and gubernatorial approval. Coefficients are often, though not always, higher after the first year;

and there is no obvious trending in accountability after the first year.

Given the limited availability of observations for governors with more than four years in office,

to conduct a pooled analysis, I group all observations where the governor’s tenure is five years or

more. Thus I estimate,

approvalis = α+ δ1 ∗ economyis + δ2 ∗ economyis ∗ 1{tenures = 2}+

δ3 ∗ economyis ∗ 1{tenures = 3}+ δ4 ∗ economyis ∗ 1{tenures = 4}+

δ4 ∗ economyis ∗ 1{tenures ≥ 5}+
Ps∑

p=1

µp ∗ 1{partyis = p}+ ε̃is

Figure 6 plots estimates of β with 95% confidence intervals. Aside from a difference in overall
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magnitude – in general, these respondents appear to hold their governors less accountable for the

state economy than national respondents hold the president accountable for the national economy

– the pattern of results is similar to that observed at the national level. We can confidently reject

the hypothesis that governors do not “own” the state economy in the first year. Unlike the national

level results, though the point estimates for subsequent years are larger than the first, we can’t

reject the null hypothesis of no difference; the p-value is 0.41. Like the national results, there is no

evidence of any trending in accountability for the state economy after the second year. The p-value

on the joint test of the post-inaugural year coefficients is 0.98.

Gaining Control With Survey Experiments

A longstanding concern in the literature on presidential approval is that cross-sectional measures

of economic perceptions are prone to bias, as those who like the incumbent say they like how the

economy is going, and those who dislike the incumbent say the opposite. If the causal arrow is

reversed in this way, it may be that what I have been referring to as “accountability” is actually just

capturing this type of partisan “cheerleading” (Bullock et al. 2015; Prior, Sood, and Khanna 2015;

Bullock and Lenz 2019).

To account for this alternative explanation, I again turn to the states to gain some control over

my key explanatory variables, time in office and economic perceptions. While I am unable to

randomly assign time in office, I can leverage variation in governor tenure across the states in early

2019. In the wake of the 2018 midterm elections, many states had governors who had been in office

for less than one year, and so we can examine whether economic perceptions and approval are more

or less linked in states with governors of varying tenure. Using Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk

service (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012), I sought to recruit 90 respondents in each of the 50

states; I was successful in recruiting 90 in most states, though the average number of respondents

per state is 81. Figure 7 maps the states by governor tenure in early 2019, with darker shadings

indicating more time in office, and the number of respondents recruited in the center of each state.
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Figure 7: Map of states by governor tenure in 2019 and number of respondents.

During the time of the study, 21 states had governors who had been in office less than one full

year; 24 states had governors who had been in office between two and four years, and 5 states had

governors in office for five or more years.

To directly address the partisan rationalization explanation, I manipulated respondents’ per-

ception of the state economy using an experimental component modeled after Simonovitz’s (2015)

study of national economic perceptions and presidential approval. Similar to that study, I gave

respondents the following prompt:

According to a recent news story, [X]% of economic experts think that the state of the

[State] economy has [improved/gotten worse] in the last 12 months. Do you think you

probably have or have not heard about that sort of news story before today?

Within each state, half of respondents were randomly informed the economy had improved, while

half were told the economy had gotten worse, and the percentage of experts endorsing this view

was uniformly distributed between 51 and 89. Later in the survey, respondents reported their

perceptions of the state economy on a seven point scale,16, and their approval of their named

16Subjects were asked, “How would you describe the state of the [State] economy these days?”,
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governor on a seven point scale.17 As in Simonovitz (2015), the goal is to use this treatment as

a source of variation in economic perceptions that we know is entirely unrelated to respondent’s

pre-existing gubernatorial approval.

Unlike in Simonovitz’s results, I found the percentage of experts X had no impact on economic

perceptions, but that the “first stage” was entirely driven by whether the economy was said to have

improved or gotten worse. I show these additional first stage results in the Online Supporting

Information, but in the main results I use only the “better or worse” treatment. Another important

feature of the study is that it was actually two “waves,” the first conducted in February and seeking

to recruit 40 respondents per state, and the second conducted in May and seeking to recruit 50

respondents per state. The only difference was that in the second wave, I informed respondents

how long their governor had been in office.18 This made no difference in the results, so I pool both

surveys in the main text but show results by wave in the Online Supporting Information. There

I also show that results are not driven by the roughly 400 (out of 3,600 unique) respondents who

participated in both waves.

I begin by simply replicating the observational analysis conducted earlier, but now with a single

cross-section of states and with leader tenure varying across states, using the following regression

and could choose from “Very Bad”, “Bad”, “Somewhat Bad”, “Neither Bad Nor Good”, “Some-

what Good”, “Good”, and “Very Good.”
17Subjects were asked, “Do you approve or disapprove of the way [Name] is handling [His/Her]

job as governor?”, and could choose from “Strongly Disapprove”, “Disapprove”, “Disapprove

Somewhat”, “Neither Approve nor Disapprove”, “Approve Somewhat”, “Approve”, and “Strongly

Approve.”
18I added this information in a sentence preceding the approval prompt: “[Name] has served

as governor of [State] since [Month Year]. Do you approve or disapprove of the way [Name] is

handling [His/Her] job as governor?”
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for individual i in state j,

approvali j = α+ δ1 ∗ economyi j + δ2 ∗ economyi j ∗ 1{tenure j = 2}+ (3)

δ3 ∗ economyi j ∗ 1{tenure j = 3}+ δ4 ∗ economyi j ∗ 1{tenure j = 4}+

δ5 ∗ economyi j ∗ 1{tenure j ≥ 5}+ µ1 ∗ Neutral voteri j + µ2 ∗ Aligned voteri j +

state j + εi j

I include state fixed effects given the experiment is randomized within states and to absorb any

other sources of cross-state heterogeneity, including any non-interactive effects of tenure (as tenure

does not vary within states, it is collinear with the state effects and so drops out). I adjust for party

affiliation by including indicators for “Neutral” voters, aligned with neither political party, and

“Aligned” voters who share the party affiliation of the incumbent; the baseline category is voters

with the opposite party of their governor. I cluster standard errors by state given tenure varies at

this level, and given serial correlation within states.

As a baseline, the first column of Table 1 presents results from a regression without controlling

for leader tenure and without incorporating the experimental manipulation. Compared to respon-

dents who view their state’s economy as performing the worst, those who view the state economy

as performing the best approve of their governor by 0.40 more points on a zero to one scale. In

column (2), I add interactions between economic perceptions and leader tenure. Strikingly, the co-

efficient on Economy is 0.37; this means that the association between state economic perceptions

and gubernatorial approval in the first year is essentially the same as it is averaged over the term.

Affirming this view, none of the interactions with tenure are substantively or statistically signifi-

cant. The results of statistical tests reported in the footer confirm that the economy matters even

for brand new governors (H1, p=0.00), that it does not matter any more in latter years compared

to the first year (H2, p=0.56), and that there is no trend in accountability after the first year (H3,

p=0.68).

Columns (3) and (4) show the survey experiment successfully moved perceptions of the state
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OLS First Stage 2SLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Economy 0.40 0.37 0.55 0.67
(0.03) (0.05) (0.10) (0.14)

Treatment 0.06 0.08
(0.01) (0.01)

X year 2 0.03 -0.05 -0.51
(0.10) (0.01) (1.50)

X year 3 -0.01 -0.01 -0.33
(0.09) (0.02) (0.26)

X year 4 0.08 0.01 -0.47
(0.11) (0.03) (0.24)

X year 5+ 0.09 -0.02 -0.09
(0.06) (0.02) (0.21)

Neutral voter 0.05 0.05 -0.03 -0.03 0.06 0.06
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Aligned voter 0.21 0.21 0.05 0.05 0.21 0.21
(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 4,047 4,047 4,047 4,047 4,047 4,047
p-values:
H1: δ1 = 0 0.00 0.00
H2: δ2 = 0, ..., δ5 = 0 0.56 0.31
H3: δ2 = ... = δ5 0.68 0.45
F-statistic 84 24

Table 1: Experimental results. Cell entries are linear regression coefficients with state-clustered
standard errors in parentheses. “F-statistic” refers in column (3) to the test of the hypothesis that
the Treatment effect is zero, and in column (4) to the joint test of the Treatment and the four
interactive coefficients.

economy. These columns report a specification identical to equation 3 above, except with economic

perceptions as the outcome variable, and right-hand side variables for the economy and economy-

tenure substituted with treatment and treatment-tenure. Compared to respondents who were told

experts believe their state’s economy has gotten worse, those who were told their state’s economy

had gotten better rated their economy 0.06 points higher. As reported in the table footer, the F-

statistic on the treatment variable is 84, or well above the conventional level of “strength” for

an instrumental variable (Stock and Yogo 2005). In column (4), the relevant F-statistic – that is,

the joint test that the treatment and the four treatment-tenure interactive coefficients are zero – is
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weaker, but still powerful at 24.

The remaining two columns report results using the experimentally-induced variation in eco-

nomic perceptions, using fitted values of perceptions and perceptions-tenure interactions obtained

from the first stage regression. Again as a benchmark, column (5) reports results without any

tenure interactions. Comparing respondents who feel the state economy is best to those who feel

it is the worst – now relying on the experiment to move these perceptions – gubernatorial approval

is 0.55 points higher. Interestingly, as in Simonovitz (2015) this estimate is not dramatically dif-

ferent from the OLS point estimate, though it is less precise. Including interactions with tenure in

column (6) again reveals no meaningful variation over a governor’s term: if anything, governors

are most accountable in the first year, with a coefficient of 0.67 (and a relevant p-value for H1 of

0.00), while all the interactions are negative. However, we fail to reject the null that the subsequent

years see different effects relative to year one (H2, 0.31) or to each other (H3, 0.45). Overall, these

experimental results are strikingly consistent with the observational results shown earlier.

Conclusion

New leaders are quick to claim credit in good times, minimizing their own role when times are

bad. While debates over which president is responsible for the economy are a constant in political

campaigns (Vavreck 2009), how voters allocate credit and blame for the inherited economy, and

how this allocation changes over time, has received much less attention. In this paper, I have

assembled and analyzed many individual-level surveys in order to address this question, which

has previously only been indirectly examined using either aggregate time series data or one-shot

cross-sectional studies. In addition to studying presidential approval, I use state-level data and an

original experiment to rule out partisan cheerleading as an alternative explanation.

Across a number of studies and tests, the results are remarkably consistent. First, presidents

and governors indeed “own” the economy in their first year – well before the first year is com-

plete. Second, relative to the first year, “ownership” in subsequent years is only slightly greater for
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presidents, and is actually no greater for governors. Third, there is no evidence that accountabil-

ity grows after the transition from year one to year two. Thus, accountability for the economy is

essentially immediate, beginning right after a new leader takes office, and essentially unchanging

over the term.

The pattern of behavior uncovered here stands in sharp contrast to the benchmarks offered by

some political elites, the empirical assumptions of political economy scholars, and the conclusions

of several past studies that conclude voters are “savvy” in their consideration of time in office.

That is, the consensus among elites and scholars is that presidents do not actually have any control

over the economy until perhaps a year into their time in office, and that this control over the

economy increases the longer they are there. Empirically, voters behave as if control starts almost

immediately, and does not increase after that. To be sure, this raises questions about voters’ ability

to make sense of the connection between presidential actions and economic performance. My

findings also imply new presidents are judged on the basis of events they do not control – the

inherited economy – raising concerns similar to those identified by studies of “irrelevant events”

(e.g., Busby, Druckman, and Frendenhall 2017; Graham et al. 2019; but see Ashworth and Bueno

de Mesquita 2014).

Viewed in conjunction with studies showing voters behave myopically at the end of presidents’

terms, however, a more sanguine interpretation presents itself. A key implication of my results is

that executives are incentivized to constantly attend to the economy, regardless of how long they

have been in office. Thus, my results suggest presidents have a reason to spread economic effort

broadly over the course of the term, rather than focus solely on election years. Indeed, the results

could help explain why evidence of elite responsiveness to myopic voting, in the form of “myopic

policies,” (Tufte 1978; Canes-Wrone and Park 2012; Bartels 2016) has proven more elusive than

evidence of myopic voting itself. Although presidents may receive the largest electoral benefit

from the election-year economy, those who wish to remain popular – and to reap all the benefits

that popularity brings – will ignore non-election years at their peril.
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A1 Presidential Approval Surveys

Table A1 below presents the distribution of responses and polls by polling house and question

type, separately for current economy questions (top panel) and future economy questions (panel b).

For instance, the top panel shows that there are 323,751 responses to questions about the current

economy in levels asked by 288 CBS/New York Times surveys. Questions like these would be

phrased, “How would you rate the condition of the national economy these days? Is it very good,

fairly good, fairly bad, or very bad?” The next column over shows there are 277,757 responses to

questions about the current economy in levels across 252 CBS/New York Times surveys. Questions

like these are phrased, “Do you think the economy is getting better, getting worse, or staying the

same?”
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House Level Trend Total

CBS/New York Times 323,751 (288) 277,757 (252) 601,508 (540)

ABC/Washington Post 115,300 (76) 159,661 (102) 274,961 (178)

Gallup 142,529 (139) 113,209 (108) 255,738 (247)

NBC/Wall Street Journal 172,971 (167) 7,538 (8) 180,509 (175)

Pew Research 99,152 (64) 13,359 (8) 112,511 (72)

LA Times 101,630 (69) 1,321 (1) 102,951 (70)

Fox News 6,306 (7) 7,676 (9) 13,982 (16)

Newsweek 6,542 (7) 0 (0) 6,542 (7)

Kaiser Family Foundation 2,571 (1) 2,035 (1) 4,606 (2)

Yankelovich 533 (1) 0 (0) 533 (1)

Table A1: Distribution of responses across polling organization and question type. Cell entries are
the number of responses collected and used in the analysis, with the number of unique surveys in
parentheses.
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A2 Presidential Approval Results by Question Type

As described in the previous section and in the main text, questions about the current economy

either ask about how the economy is currently good or bad (what I call current level questions), or

whether the economy is currently getting better or worse (what I call current trend questions). 3

pools responses to both of these questions, while Figure A1 below presents results separately by

question type. As in the main text, we see that for both questions, presidents are held responsible

in the first year (p=0.00), and that there is no trend after the first year (p=0.60). We also see that

the difference between the post-inaugural years and the first year is only statistically significant for

the “level” questions in panel (a), and is insignificant for the “trend” questions in panel (b).
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Figure A1: Replication of Figure 3 by question type.
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A3 Poll Timing and Non-Response

A key comparison in the main text is between regression coefficients in year 1 versus other years.

Here I test whether there are other differences in the data between year 1 and other years. First, I

test whether polls are less likely to ask about approval early on in a president’s term. The top panel

of Figure A2 plots the number of polls by day for each presidency, with the solid line indicating a

moving average estimate with a local polynomial smoother. It does not appear to be the case that

there are less polls early on in a president’s term.

Second, I test whether there are more “don’t know” responses early on in a president’s term.

The bottom panel of A2 plots the share of “don’t know” responses by poll-day and by president.

It is indeed the case that respondents are less likely to offer an approval response early on in a

president’s term. Similar to the economy coefficients in the main text, there is a sharp upward

trend during the first few months of the term, after which it flattens out. As I explain in the text,

I do not see these results as at odds with my interpretation, which is that respondents are slightly

less likely to hold the president accountable for the economy in the early months of the term. As

they are answering “don’t know” when asked about approval, they are effectively not holding the

president accountable for anything.
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(a) Number of polls asking about approval.
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(b) Proportion of don’t know responses to approval question.
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Figure A2: Number of polls asking about approval and proportion of don’t know responses to
approval question over time, by presidency. Each point in panel (a) is a day. Each point in panel
(b) is a day-poll combination. Lines are local polynomial smoothers.
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A4 Additional First Stage Results

In the main text I show results from a survey experiment modeled after Simonovitz (2015). As in

the original study, the experiment manipulates both whether experts say the economy has gotten

better or worse (Better or worse), and whether some number between 51% and 89% of experts are

said to endorse this position (Percent of experts). Unlike in Simonovitz (2015), I find the Better or

worse manipulation does move economic perceptions, but that the Percent of experts has no effect.

I only use the binary manipulation for the instrumental variables analysis presented in the main

text. In this section I show the failure of the second manipulation.

Table A2 shows additional first stage regressions that could have been used instead of those

reported in Table 1 in the main text. As in the main text, all specifications here include state fixed

effects, party dummies, and state-clustered standard errors. I also recode the Percent of experts

variable so that it ranges from 11 to 89, where 11% would mean 89% of experts said the economy

was doing poorly, etc. I then rescale this variable so that a zero to one change represents moving

from the worst economy (11%) to the best (89%).

Column (1) shows that simply regressing seven-point state economic perceptions on the per-

cent of experts saying the economy has gotten better does indeed result in a positive estimate,

about 0.10 on a seven-point scale (standard error of 0.01). However, the percent of experts is

mechanically correlated with the Better or worse treatment, as we move from the “worse” to the

“better” treatment when the percent of experts crosses 50%. Adjusting for the binary treatment in

column (2) eliminates the significance of the linear percent variable. That is, knowing whether the

share of experts was of a positive (above 50% say the economy is doing well) or negative (below

50%) opinion is enough to move economic perceptions; knowing that 80% versus 60% of experts

thought the economy was doing well did not move perceptions.

Column (3) controls for both the percent of experts, the binary better variable, and an inter-

action between the two. This specification is similar to a regression discontinuity design, though

here we are interested in the constituent “trend” terms. Neither are substantively anywhere near

as large as that of the linear specification in column (1), and neither are statistically different from
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zero. Notably, the binary better or worse variable is also just shy of the 5% significance cutoff

in this specification. Finally, in column (4) I omit the percent variables and include only the bi-

nary treatment. Given the point of this experiment is to move economic perceptions, I favor the

specification in column (4).

Figure A3 explains the main points of these specifications graphically. The vertical axis is

the respondent’s perception of their state economy on a seven point scale. The horizontal axis

represents the treatment conditions. As entered into the regression specification above, the axis

would range from 11 to 89. To visualize this better, we retain the original coding so that the worst

economy is one where 89% of experts say the economy is doing poorly, or the left-most point

on the horizontal axis, and the least-bad bad economy is one where only 51% of experts endorse

this view, or the point labeled “51” on the left side of the axis. In contrast, the best-performing

economy is one where 89% of experts say the economy is doing well, or the right-most point on

the horizontal axis.

I use linear regressions in this figure to estimate the average economic perceptions conditional

on the percent condition, separately for the better/worse condition (i.e., separately for to the left

or right of the midpoint). If the percent of the economy condition were meaningfully driving

perceptions, we should not see a discontinuity when we move from 51% of experts saying the

economy is doing poorly to 51% of experts saying it is performing well; however, that is what we

do see. Thus, the statistically significant result in column (1) of Table A2 is a result of specification

error, and the binary specification for the instrument is more appropriate.

Note this figure won’t correspond exactly to the results in Table A2, because the regression

results in the table include state fixed effects and party indicators. But the interpretation is the

same: in a regression of perceptions on percent, better/worse, and the interaction, the coefficient

on percent corresponds to the left regression line in Figure A3; the coefficient on better/worse

represents the jump at 50%; and the coefficient on the interaction represents whether the slope on

the right is significantly different than the slope on the left.
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(1) (2) (3) (4)

Percent of experts 0.10∗∗∗ 0.03 0.02
(0.01) (0.02) (0.03)

Better or worse 0.05∗∗∗ 0.04 0.06∗∗∗

(0.01) (0.02) (0.01)
Percent of experts X better or worse 0.02

(0.04)
Neutral voter -0.03 -0.03 -0.03 -0.03

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Aligned voter 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗ 0.05∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 4,047 4,047 4,047 4,047
R-squared 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17

Table A2: Failure of percent of experts manipulation to move economic perceptions. Cell entries
are linear regression coefficients with state-clustered standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.001,
** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05
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Figure A3: Graphical demonstration of first stage results.
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A5 Survey Experiment Details and Multiple Waves

Recruitment Details

For the first survey, I fielded 50 different HIT’s on Mechanical Turk, or one per state. Each hit

had an audience restriction such that only participants from a specific state were permitted to view

and/or complete the HIT opportunity. Each HIT routed subjects into a single Qualtrics survey

using a URL that appended their state identifier. I aimed to recruit 40 subjects per state.

Subjects were routed from Mechanical Turk into a single Qualtrics survey. Based on their

state of residence, the survey piped in information on their state name and governor’s name where

needed.

The initial survey was fielded starting February 4, 2019, and took a few days to complete (larger

states completed more quickly). All HIT’s were closed after 7 days whether or not they reached

their quota.

Due to a programming error on my part in the Qualtrics survey, subjects in the Arkansas HIT

did not receive the treatment question. I therefore drop subjects from Arkansas in the first survey.

(This is why Arkansas has 50 respondents in the map in Figure 7, as all come from the second

survey.)

I fielded the second wave starting May 14, 2019. In the second wave, I fixed the Arkansas bug

and also informed subjects (non-randomly) how long their governors had been in office. I added

this information in a sentence preceding the approval prompt: “[Name] has served as governor of

[State] since [Month Year]. Do you approve or disapprove of the way [Name] is handling [His/Her]

job as governor?” I also increased the quota to 50 subjects.

Each survey was estimated to take about 3 minutes, and was advertised as such. Subjects were

paid $0.50 for their participation.
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Sensitivity of Main Results to Waves Used

Table A3 presents the experimental results shown in Table 1, split by whether respondents were

recruited in February (not told their governor’s tenure) or May (told their governor’s tenure). The

OLS results in the first two columns of panels (a) and (b) are similar across studies in terms of

magnitude and the statistical significance of the key tests.

The second two columns report the first stage results. For some unknown reason, the first stage

was much stronger in the May 2019 study. The point estimates are twice as large, and the first

stage F-statistics are even larger. (As I explain below in this Supporting Information, this was not

because of the presence of about 400 subjects who took the study in both February and May.)

The point estimates reported in the last two columns, for the second stage regressions, are also

similar across waves. A key difference, though, is the p-value on the second statistical hypothesis,

namely whether the effect of the economy is different after the inaugural year compared to the

inaugural year. In the May study, we can reject this equality at the 0.01 level. However, all of the

interaction terms are actually negative, suggesting that voters hold their governor less accountable

after the first year.
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(b) February 2019 study
OLS First Stage 2SLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Economy 0.41 0.33 0.60 0.64
(0.04) (0.07) (0.25) (0.35)

Treatment 0.04 0.05
(0.01) (0.01)

X year 2 0.13 -0.05 2.37
(0.15) (0.04) (15.92)

X year 3 0.08 -0.01 -0.36
(0.12) (0.03) (0.52)

X year 4 0.17 -0.01 0.82
(0.15) (0.06) (1.99)

X year 5+ 0.19 -0.01 -0.00
(0.08) (0.03) (0.59)

Neutral voter 0.06 0.06 -0.03 -0.03 0.06 0.06
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04)

Aligned voter 0.21 0.21 0.04 0.04 0.20 0.18
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.12)

Observations 1,823 1,823 1,823 1,823 1,823 1,823
p-values:
H1: δ1 = 0 0.00 0.07
H2: δ2 = 0, ..., δ5 = 0 0.28 0.93
H3: δ2 = ... = δ5 0.84 0.89
F-statistic 12 4

(b) May 2019 study
OLS First Stage 2SLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Economy 0.38 0.40 0.48 0.67
(0.03) (0.04) (0.11) (0.12)

Treatment 0.08 0.10
(0.01) (0.02)

X year 2 -0.07 -0.07 -0.81
(0.09) (0.02) (0.85)

X year 3 -0.08 -0.01 -0.39
(0.07) (0.03) (0.30)

X year 4 0.01 0.02 -0.73
(0.09) (0.02) (0.18)

X year 5+ 0.01 -0.03 -0.17
(0.06) (0.02) (0.30)

Neutral voter 0.05 0.05 -0.03 -0.03 0.05 0.05
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Aligned voter 0.22 0.22 0.06 0.06 0.22 0.22
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 2,224 2,224 2,224 2,224 2,224 2,224
p-values:
H1: δ1 = 0 0.00 0.00
H2: δ2 = 0, ..., δ5 = 0 0.72 0.01
H3: δ2 = ... = δ5 0.61 0.28
F-statistic 85 207

Table A3: Experimental results by wave. This table replicates the results in Table 1 in the main
text, split by survey wave.
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Sensitivity of First Stage Results to Waves Used

Table A4 presents the additional first stage results (reported earlier in this Supporting Information)

by wave. As in the pooled results, the binary treatment drives the entire first stage effect in both

the February and May studies.
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(b) February 2019 study
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Percent of experts 0.06∗∗ 0.00 -0.00
(0.02) (0.04) (0.05)

Better or worse 0.04 0.03 0.04∗∗

(0.02) (0.04) (0.01)
Percent of experts X better or worse 0.01

(0.07)
Neutral voter -0.03 -0.03 -0.03 -0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Aligned voter 0.04∗ 0.04∗ 0.04∗ 0.04∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 1,823 1,823 1,823 1,823
R-squared 0.17 0.17 0.17 0.17

(b) May 2019 study
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Percent of experts 0.14∗∗∗ 0.05 0.04
(0.01) (0.03) (0.04)

Better or worse 0.06∗∗ 0.05 0.08∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.04) (0.01)
Percent of experts X better or worse 0.01

(0.06)
Neutral voter -0.03 -0.03 -0.03 -0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Aligned voter 0.06∗∗ 0.06∗∗ 0.06∗∗ 0.06∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 2,224 2,224 2,224 2,224
R-squared 0.17 0.18 0.18 0.18

Table A4: First stage results by wave. This table replicates the results in Table A2 in this Support-
ing Information, split by survey wave.
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Respondents Who Took Both Studies

In this section I explore whether results, particularly in Study 2, are driven be “repeat takers” who

took both the January and May surveys. While I did not debrief subjects or explain what the survey

was about, they have been contaminated by their participation in the first wave (e.g., perhaps they

looked up state economic performance on their own afterward, or discussed the survey’s purpose

on an online forum).

Table A5 replicates the experimental results for the May 2019 study only (i.e., the second

panel of Table A3), split by whether subjects completed only the May 2019 study (n=1,826),

or whether they completed both the February and May studies (n=398, determined by matching

Amazon Worker ID’s across the two studies). Point estimates are similar across these subgroups,

and any differences between the February and May studies reported earlier in this Supporting

Information are in fact driven by those who only took the May 2019 study.
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(b) May 2019, only took May 2019.
OLS First Stage 2SLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Economy 0.39 0.41 0.31 0.55
(0.03) (0.04) (0.11) (0.15)

Treatment 0.09 0.09
(0.01) (0.02)

X year 2 -0.07 -0.04 -0.75
(0.10) (0.02) (0.36)

X year 3 -0.05 0.00 -0.39
(0.06) (0.03) (0.23)

X year 4 0.03 -0.00 -0.91
(0.08) (0.03) (0.27)

X year 5+ -0.02 -0.02 -0.28
(0.07) (0.02) (0.27)

Neutral voter 0.04 0.04 -0.02 -0.02 0.04 0.04
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

Aligned voter 0.22 0.22 0.06 0.06 0.22 0.22
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Observations 1,826 1,826 1,826 1,826 1,826 1,826
p-values:
H1: δ1 = 0 0.00 0.00
H2: δ2 = 0, ..., δ5 = 0 0.81 0.01
H3: δ2 = ... = δ5 0.72 0.16
F-statistic 86 22

(b) May 2019, also took February 2019.
OLS First Stage 2SLS

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Economy 0.35 0.37 1.15 1.12
(0.06) (0.09) (0.53) (0.44)

Treatment 0.08 0.12
(0.02) (0.04)

X year 2 -0.05 -0.24 -1.63
(0.31) (0.08) (1.53)

X year 3 -0.22 -0.07 -0.99
(0.21) (0.06) (1.37)

X year 4 -0.18 0.13 -0.84
(0.21) (0.12) (0.55)

X year 5+ 0.11 -0.09 1.28
(0.12) (0.05) (2.40)

Neutral voter 0.06 0.06 -0.04 -0.06 0.10 0.09
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.08)

Aligned voter 0.25 0.25 0.06 0.05 0.21 0.21
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.06) (0.06)

Observations 398 398 398 398 398 398
p-values:
H1: δ1 = 0 0.00 0.01
H2: δ2 = 0, ..., δ5 = 0 0.34 0.45
H3: δ2 = ... = δ5 0.22 0.76
F-statistic 10 4

Table A5: Study 2 experimental results by whether repeat takers are included.
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