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Abstract: 

 

Political science research suggests that campaign visits by presidential candidates produce small 

and short-lived effects, consistent with mixed findings of their influence on election returns. We 

argue that existing studies are constrained by two issues: most studies rely on state-level data, 

rather than more localized data, and do not incorporate differentiation in the quality of campaign 

appearances in their assessment of visit effects. To incorporate these concerns in a study of 

campaign visit effects on election outcomes, we study the 1948 presidential election, during 

which Harry Truman engaged in a major whistle-stop train tour and won a surprise victory over 

his opponent, Thomas Dewey. Using data on campaign stops gathered from archival sources, we 

estimate the effect of campaign appearances on candidate vote share at the county level. We find 

that Truman, on average, gained 3.06 percentage points of the overall vote share in counties that 

he visited. Consistent with contemporary judgments of the “quality” of the two candidates’ 

campaign stops, we find no effect of Dewey’s appearances on his performance. Our results 

provide strong evidence that candidate visits can influence electoral returns, rather than merely 

affect short-term public opinion. In counterfactual simulations, we show that Truman’s extensive 

campaign tour likely won him the state of Ohio, highlighting the importance of strategic 

campaign decisions and campaign effects in close elections. 
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Do visits by candidates in American presidential campaigns affect the outcome of 

elections? Judging by the time and resources candidates and their campaigns dedicate to these 

visits, it appears that politicians think they do. For example, in 2008, the major-party presidential 

and vice-presidential candidates made 421 campaign appearances in the last two months of the 

campaign alone (Chen and Reeves 2011). The 2008 election is not unique in this regard: public 

appearances by presidential candidates in (swing) states across the country have been a 

quintessential feature of presidential campaigns since at least the early 20th century, and 

represent a defining characteristic of American election campaigns.  

Yet, whether these visits actually affect the outcome of presidential elections is far from 

certain. The existing political science literature on campaign visit effects has found mixed 

results. Studies that assess campaign visit effects by relying on individual-level polling 

consistently find positive effects with regards to likely vote choice, favorability ratings, or both 

(Hill, Rodriguez, and Wooden 2010; Holbrook 1994; Shaw and Gimpel 2012; Vavreck, 

Spiliotes, and Fowler 2002; Wood 2016). In contrast, results using aggregate voting returns have 

produced mixed findings, ranging from positive (Jones 1998; Campbell 2000) to null (Holbrook 

and McClurg 2005), and include a number of studies that fall somewhere in the middle (Herr 

2002; Holbrook 2002). To the extent that there is any consensus within the literature, it appears 

that campaign visits—at best—have short term effects, but are unlikely to have major effects on 

the outcome of elections. 

In this paper, we highlight two important limitations to existing studies of campaign visit 

effects. First, studies that rely on election returns (rather than polls) to measure campaign visit 

effects nearly always do so at the state-level. However, while it is true that campaigns target 

specific states in the hopes of winning their electoral votes, they also target specific geographical 



areas within those states. Visits should have their largest impact locally, rather than at the state 

level. Second, studies of campaign visits typically focus on the quantity of visits while ignoring 

the quality of those visits. That is, not all politicians are equally effective in connecting with 

voters during their visits. For example, Herr (2002) notes that one possible explanation for his 

difference in findings between Clinton and Dole’s visits in the 1996 election could be the 

conventional wisdom that Clinton was a more effective campaigner.  We argue that both factors 

must be incorporated into assessments of campaign visit effects. That is, a candidate’s visit is 

likely to have the most direct influence in the specific area in which they appeared, but not all 

candidates are equally effective at campaigning.  

To incorporate these concerns into a study of campaign visit effects, we analyze the 

effect of campaign appearances by Harry Truman and Thomas Dewey during the 1948 

presidential campaign. We utilize a comprehensive list of campaign stops by both candidates at 

the county level, combined with county-level election results, to provide a more fine-grained 

view of the impact these appearances had on local election outcomes. Crucially, this case 

concerns two candidates with very different styles and levels of vigor: Truman was aggressive in 

his stump speeches, highly partisan, and incorporated local issues in his appeals. In contrast, 

Dewey was perceived to be a weak campaigner: his speeches were full of platitudes, he rarely 

attacked Truman, and he did not relate to his audiences on specific issues that concerned them.  

The 1948 campaign also took place in an environment in which campaign visits were 

more likely to influence voters and the election outcome: both candidates visited many locations 

across the country, including small towns where their appearances were major local events. 

Additionally, there was no television coverage of the campaign, meaning effects of campaign 

visits were more likely to be contained to the specific area in which the candidate appeared. 



Thus, if campaign visits affect election outcomes, we should see positive effects for both 

candidates. Mixed effects, on the other hand, would suggest that the specifics of the candidate - 

that is, their ability to connect with voters on the stump - may play an important role in 

determining the extent to which campaign visits actually affect the vote.  

Our analysis, which uses the synthetic control method and a long time-series of county-

level election results starting in 1916 to match comparable counties, provides strong evidence 

that Truman’s campaign appearances improved his performance in visited counties. Our primary 

results suggest that Truman gained an average of 3.06 percentage points in the counties that he 

visited. This effect was likely sufficient to swing the closely contested state of Ohio—where 

Truman made 18 campaign stops to Dewey’s two. However, his opponent’s visits did not have a 

similar effect: consistent with the conventional historical wisdom regarding Dewey’s campaign 

performance, and with our contention regarding the quality of visits, we find that Dewey’s 

campaign visits had no effect on his electoral performance. 

 

Campaign Appearances in Presidential Election Campaigns 

Political scientists have long studied the effect of campaigns on election outcomes. At a 

basic level, scholars generally agree that outcomes of presidential elections are determined 

mostly by “the fundamentals"—that is, variables that influence voter behavior but that the 

campaigns cannot easily affect.
1
 However, while some have argued that attempts by candidates 

to mobilize voters are a relic from a previous era (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993), scholars have 

built on this starting position to assess how successful campaigns are in producing small—but 

                                                 
1
 For example, partisanship generally has both a high degree of stability over time and is a strong predictor of vote 

choice (Campbell, et al. 1960; Converse 1964). Holbrook (1994) shows that national conditions are a much stronger 

predictor of voter opinion than campaign events. And recent evidence suggests that, despite changes in opinion polls 

in the run-up to election day, few voters are actually persuaded to change their vote during the campaign (Sides and 

Vavreck 2013; Gelman, et al. 2016).   



potentially pivotal—changes in voter behavior. In addition to an extensive literature on campaign 

advertising, political scientists have assessed the effects of several aspects of election campaigns 

- including Get Out the Vote activities (Gerber and Green 2000; Green, Gerber and Nickerson 

2003; Dale and Strauss 2009; Gerber, et al. 2013), voter registration drives (Nickerson 2015), 

and the placement of campaign field offices (Darr and Levendusky 2014; Weinschenk 2015).  

In terms of candidate visits, political scientists have come to mixed conclusions as to 

whether these campaign activities affect the outcomes of elections. Shaw and Roberts (2000) 

find that visits by presidential candidates in the 1992 and 1996 elections affected voter opinion, 

and the tone of media coverage. Scholars have also found evidence supporting the argument that 

campaign appearances by candidates improve support among voters and increase turnout in 

presidential elections (Campbell 2000; Jones 1998) and presidential primaries (Vavreck, 

Spiliotes and Fowler 2002).
2
 In one of the most notable studies of campaign visit effects, Shaw 

and Gimpel (2012) were able to randomize campaign visits by Governor Rick Perry (R-TX) in 

his 2006 primary campaign, and found that voters were more likely to indicate support for Perry 

in media markets visited by the candidate. 

On the other hand, several studies of campaign visit effects produce null results - in some 

cases for the very same elections included in studies by scholars who found positive campaign 

effects. For example, Herr (2002) finds that Bill Clinton’s campaign visits in the 1996 election 

had a positive effect on his electoral performance, but his opponent Bob Dole’s did not. 

Holbrook and McClurg (2005) do not find a relationship between campaign visits and voter 

mobilization during elections between 1992 and 2000. Holbrook (2002), analyzing the 1948 

presidential election, finds positive effects for Truman and Progressive Party candidate Henry 

                                                 
2
 A comparative perspective produces a similar finding: Middleton (2015) finds that candidates for the Conservative 

and Liberal Democratic parties in the United Kingdom received a voting boost when their party leaders visited their 

districts during the 2010 election campaign. 



Wallace, but no effect for Dewey. Meanwhile, recent research by Wood (2016) documents a 

small, but short-lived, impact of campaign visits on vote choice.  

Notably, a clear pattern underlies these conflicting results. Of the five studies mentioned 

that rely on individual-level polling data, rather than aggregate voting returns, all document 

positive effects of campaign visits on likely vote choice, favorability ratings, or both.
3
 In 

contrast, studies that rely on aggregate electoral returns show mixed results: some find overall 

positive effects (Jones 1998; Shaw 1999), some mixed results (Herr 2002; Holbrook 2002), and 

others only null findings (Holbrook and McClurg 2005).
4
 These mixed findings support Wood’s 

conclusion that campaign visits may have strictly short-term effects and that, therefore, “only in 

the most marginal elections would the pattern of campaign visits prove decisive” (Wood 2016, p. 

118).
5
  

We believe that these divergent findings are explained partially by two crucial limitations 

in existing studies of campaign visits. First, we note that studies that analyze election returns 

nearly always do so at the state level.
6
 This is sensible insofar as campaigns are likely to target 

specific swing states in the hopes of winning their electoral votes. But, at the same time, 

campaigns are also likely to target specific geographical areas within those states (see, e.g., Chen 

and Reeves 2011). While media coverage within the state may result in a broader effect, it is 

reasonable to expect that the biggest impact of a visit should occur in the specific area in which it 

                                                 
3
 The studies are: Hill, Rodriguez and Wooden (2010), Holbrook (1994), Shaw and Gimpel (2012), Vavreck, 

Spiliotes and Fowler (2002), and Wood (2016). 
4
 Cann and Cole’s (2011) study of Presidential elections from 1988 to 2004 included campaign visits as a 

component of more general index of “campaign activities” and find that the index increases turnout. 
5
 For a discussion of the durability of visit effects, see Shaw and Gimpel (2012, p. 139). 

6
 One exception is Jones (1998), who analyzes data at the level of media markets. However, with only 211 media 

markets during his sample period, this still represents a highly aggregated level of analysis. 



took place.
7
 Analyzing effects at the state level obscures potentially large local impacts and 

understates the true effect of such visits. It also limits the statistical power of studies to detect 

effects, even if those effects are substantively large, by reducing the sample size available for 

analysis.
8
  

Second, studies of campaign visits typically focus on the quantity of visits, while 

ignoring the quality of the candidates’ performance on the stump. However, this is likely to 

influence the extent to which campaign visits affect election outcomes as well. That is, not all 

politicians are equally effective in connecting with voters during their visits. As noted above, 

Herr (2002) finds that while Clinton’s 1996 appearances had a positive and significant effect, 

Dole’s visits did not. Herr suggests that one possible explanation could be the conventional 

wisdom that Clinton was a more effective campaigner.
9
 

We argue that measuring the impact of campaign visits on election outcomes should 

attempt to address both concerns: a candidate’s visit is likely to have the most direct influence 

within the specific geographical area in which they appeared, and not all candidates are equally 

effective at connecting with voters during such visits. By doing so, studies of campaign visits can 

determine both the electoral potential of campaign visits - the extent to which a candidate could 

improve their electoral performance - as well as identify the limitations a candidate’s quality as a 

campaigner puts on this effect - that is, the extent to which candidates actually did improve their 

performance. 

                                                 
7
 Wood (2016) argues that producing local media coverage is among campaigns’ core aims in organizing candidate 

appearances. Such media coverage will often be seen by individuals in other parts of the state, but the largest 

impacts would still be expected to occur locally. 
8
 Our argument is closely related to Zaller’s (2002) illustration that many survey-based studies campaign effects 

have insufficient power to detect effects that are large enough to be meaningful. 
9
 Dole is hardly unique in this regard: as we argue in this paper, historians have dismissed 1948 Republican 

presidential candidate Thomas Dewey as a poor campaigner on the stump. Similarly, accounts of the 1988 and 2012 

elections concluded that presidential candidates Michael Dukakis and Mitt Romney were ineffective in their 

personal campaign appearances (Cramer 1992; Halperin and Heilemann 2013). 



 

Truman versus Dewey: The 1948 Campaign 

To incorporate these considerations into a study of campaign visit effects, we analyze the 

impact of campaign appearances by incumbent president and Democratic candidate Harry 

Truman and his Republican challenger, and governor of New York, Thomas Dewey in the 1948 

presidential campaign. We utilize a comprehensive list of campaign stops by both candidates, 

combined with county-level election results, to provide a more fine-grained view of the impact 

these appearances had on local election outcomes.
10

  

Focusing on the 1948 presidential election comes with a clear limitation in terms of 

external validity, because presidential campaigns, and the media environment in which they take 

place, have changed dramatically since the middle of the 20th century. Indeed, the 1948 

campaign occurred in the pre-television era, and was the last election campaign to rely on the 

traditional “whistle-stop” approach, in which candidates traveled the country by train and visited 

major cities as well as a large number of small towns where they gave short speeches - a 

component of campaigning that has disappeared almost entirely from modern elections.  

However, we argue that the 1948 election nevertheless presents a valuable case study for 

several reasons. First, assessing the effect of visits in the 1948 campaign has merit in its own 

right. The election was a close contest, with a surprise victory for Truman. During the campaign, 

both candidates engaged in extensive - but decidedly different - campaign efforts to win the 

White House, and historians and political scientists have long studied and debated whether 

Truman and Dewey’s campaign visits had an effect on the election outcome (Ross 1968; Smith 

                                                 
10

 By focusing on county-level election returns, our paper improves on Holbrook’s (2002) state-level study of the 

effect of the 1948 whistle-stop campaign. Additionally, our study improves on Holbrook’s campaign visit data: we 

include an additional 9 visits by Truman, and 94 visits by Dewey that were missing from Holbrook’s data (bringing 

Dewey’s total visits from 40 in Holbrook’s data to 134 in our data). 



1982; McCullough 1992; Donaldson 1999; Holbrook 2002). In measuring the extent to which 

both candidates were able to turn their personal appearances into votes at the local level, we 

contribute to the study of this particular important election in American political history.  

Second, studying the 1948 election also adds to the broader study of campaign 

appearances precisely because it occurred in such a different context. During the 1948 campaign, 

visits by either candidate were major local events. While some of the candidates’ addresses in 

larger cities were transmitted by radio regionally or nationally, most were not - making the large 

majority of campaign visits strictly local affairs. Any possible effects are thus likely to have been 

limited to the area visited.
11

 Given the lack of consensus within the political science literature 

regarding campaign visits, this particular case provides a helpful baseline. Simply stated, if 

candidate appearances can actually affect election outcomes, we should see positive results in the 

1948 campaign. Additionally, if we find considerable differences between the two candidates, 

this provides evidence that differentiation in candidate quality on the stump can moderate the 

extent to which campaign visits translate into votes.  

Third, the 1948 election may be useful as an object of study in terms of drawing causal 

inferences, since both Truman and Dewey were also on their parties’ tickets in 1944.
12

 While the 

1948 election is notably different from the 1944 election in a variety of crucial ways - including, 

but not limited to, the absence of FDR on the presidential ballot for the first time since 1932, the 

end of World War II, and the two third party challengers to the Democratic Party in addition to 

the GOP - the presence of Truman and Dewey on both the 1944 and 1948 tickets provides a 

degree of consistency that allows for a more effective comparison between the two years. 

                                                 
11

 Note that local newspapers reported extensively on these visits. We assess the role of newspaper coverage in 

contributing to campaign visit effects in the discussion of our results and in the Supplemental Appendix. 
12

 Truman was the running mate of Franklin Delano Roosevelt on the Democratic ticket, Dewey was the Republican 

presidential nominee. 



While Truman won the 1948 election comfortably in both the Electoral College and 

popular vote (winning, respectively, 303 electoral votes to 189, and 49.6% to 45.1% of the vote), 

the election was closer than these national results indicate. Several of the states Truman won 

went Democratic by a very small margin. Most notably, Truman won Ohio, California, and 

Illinois by less than one percentage point (see Figure 1). Had each of these states gone 

Republican, Dewey would have narrowly won a majority in the Electoral College.
13

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

The outcome of the election was particularly surprising because, throughout 1948, most 

politicians and reporters believed Dewey was the clear favorite to win the presidency. While 

Democrats had dominated presidential and Congressional elections during the New Deal era, the 

party had lost considerable ground under Truman. During the 1946 midterms, Democrats lost 

their majorities in both the House and Senate. Opinion polls showed Truman himself to be 

unpopular with the public as well: the president had an approval rating of only 39% in June 1948 

in a Gallup Poll, and Dewey remained consistently ahead in presidential election polls 

throughout the election campaign (Holbrook 2002). 

[Figure 2 about here] 

Both Truman and Dewey engaged in a major campaign throughout the fall of 1948. Both 

candidates appeared in states across the country as part of several `whistle-stop’ train tours. 

These tours followed a similar set-up for both candidates: they traveled to a region in the country 

to make a series of major addresses broadcast nationally on the radio. In between these 

addresses, the candidates made stops at railroad stations where local voters gathered to hear them 

                                                 
13

 If Dewey had won each of those three states he would have gained 78 electoral votes, bringing his total to 267 - 

with 266 necessary to win. However, note that Dewey also won two exceptionally close states: Indiana and New 

York (Dewey’s home state) both went Republican by less than one percentage point. 



deliver their stump speeches.
14

 This combination of major addresses in big cities and small town 

visits resulted in an extensive list of stops for both candidates. However, as can be seen in Figure 

2, Truman was considerably more active in this regard than Dewey: the president made 247 stops 

between September 6 and October 30, while his challenger made only 134 stops, beginning his 

campaign on September 20 and concluding it on November 1.
15

 

But the quantity of stops was not the only thing distinguishing the Truman and Dewey 

campaign efforts: journalists reporting on the campaign at the time, and historians assessing the 

performance of Truman and Dewey retroactively, have noted the difference between the two 

candidates in terms of the quality of their campaign visit performance. Truman engaged in an 

extensive campaign schedule, covering over 9,000 miles and appearing in front of close to 3 

million voters (McCullough 1992, p. 629). During his appearances, Truman connected with local 

crowds who had come out to see their president with a consistent strategy. Each of his speeches 

included 

 

a plug for the Democratic candidate for Congress or the Senate, a passing reference to the 

local college or baseball team (sometimes only the local weather was worthy of a note), a 

brief exposition of some problem of local or national concern (housing, farm price 

supports, public power) which the Republicans had managed to muck up, and a plea for 

his audience to register and vote (Ross 1968, p. 187-8). 

 

                                                 
14

 The campaigns selected the specific stops on the basis of several considerations. On the most basic level, both 

candidates predominantly campaigned in states they considered to be competitive. Some exceptions occurred; for 

example, Truman campaigned in Texas, which he ended up winning comfortably because the Truman campaign was  

concerned  the Dixiecrat ticket would do well there (Ross 1968, p. 201-3). In some cases, the campaigns scheduled 

stops in response to requests from local party organizations - though such requests were also occasionally denied, in 

part because the campaigns had to confirm any stops that involved train traffic with railroad officials. For example, 

the Dewey campaign argued that “railroad difficulties" prevented it from making a stop in Evansville, IL (see: 

Telegram from Paul E. Lockwood to Werner W. Schroeder, October 12, 1948, Series 5, Box 28, Folder 3, Thomas 

E. Dewey Papers). 
15

 This did represent a considerable increase for Dewey in comparison to his previous presidential campaign: in 

1944, when he was also the Republican presidential nominee, Dewey made only 58 campaign stops. 



Finally, Truman would introduce his wife Bess and daughter Margaret, who accompanied him 

throughout the campaign. 

During his appearances Truman “expressed love of home, love of the land, the virtues 

and old verities of small-town America” (McCullough 1992, p. 662) but also attacked Dewey 

and Congressional Republicans with great enthusiasm. Truman attacked these “Republican 

gluttons of privilege” (McCullough 1992, p. 658) for favoring “the interests of a few small 

powerful business groups at the expense of the rest of the people” (Donaldson 1999, p. 182). 

Throughout his campaign, Truman warned voters that “the performance of the do-nothing 

Congress during the last two sessions [...] has given the country a foretaste of what will happen if 

the Republicans are successful at the polls” (Donaldson 1999, p. 182). 

In contrast, while Dewey - as a two-term governor of New York and the previous 

presidential nominee of the Republican Party - was by all accounts a highly qualified candidate 

for the presidency, he was seen as an underwhelming performer on the stump. Indeed, historians 

have described Dewey’s campaign performances as poor and disengaged. Gary A. Donaldson 

has argued that Dewey waged “an amazingly listless campaign filled with speeches that seeped 

with platitudes, triteness, and bromides” (Donaldson 1999, p. 173). Dewey mostly declined to 

attack Truman in the hope of appearing presidential, but when he described his own platform 

“his specifics often sounded like generalizations” (Ross 1968, p. 195). Time described Dewey’s 

speeches as “not electrifying,” while the Louisville Courier-Journal reported that “no 

presidential candidate in the future will be so inept that four of his major speeches can be boiled 

down to these historic four sentences: Agriculture is important. Our rivers are full of fish. You 



cannot have freedom without liberty. Our future lies ahead” (Donaldson 1999, p. 173).
16

 And 

like his audience, Dewey himself did not appear to enjoy the experience either: one supporter 

recalled overhearing the candidate ask his staff during a campaign stop in Montana “When the 

hell do we get out of this damn town?” (Smith 1982, p. 528). 

Still, despite Dewey’s lackluster performance and Truman’s barnstorming campaign, the 

clear expectation going into Election Day remained that Dewey would win. The closeness of the 

1948 election, the surprising outcome, and the difference in quantity and quality of campaign 

appearances between Truman and Dewey thus raises the question of whether Truman won his 

victory because of his whistle-stop tours. In popular culture, this perspective appears to have 

been largely embraced. Indeed, as Dewey’s biographer Richard Norton Smith has noted, the 

1948 election has become a story of an election determined by two very different candidates 

running two very different campaigns: 

 

On the one hand is a courageous bantamweight pursuing vindication on a lonely hell-

raising transcontinental tour; on the other, a rival caught up in the certainty of his 

triumph, dispensing bromides, stingy with specifics. One man fought his way toward 

Election Day determined to make his party once and for all the majority’s spokesman. 

The other coasted, too embarrassed to mention the record compiled by his party 

colleagues who were the majority on Capitol Hill. It was the tortoise and the hare, a 

program versus platitudes, popular hero versus - what? No one could be precisely sure” 

(Smith 1982, p. 519). 

 

But to what extent these campaign stops - and the difference in the candidates’ approach 

to them - actually affected the outcome of the election is far less clear. For example, while 

Donaldson argues that Truman’s appearances were important in reaching thousands of 

supporters in swing states, “historians and political scientists often give the tour short shrift 
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 Historians and the contemporary media were not alone in their characterization of Dewey’s campaign as 

lackluster: 15 percent of respondents to the 1948 American National Election Study (ANES) stated that one reason 

other people might have chosen not to vote for Dewey was his campaign. 



because its effects cannot be measured” (Donaldson 1999, p. 178). Given how close the 1948 

election was, is it possible that the visits Truman and Dewey made during their campaigns 

affected the election outcome? And how can these effects be measured most accurately? 

 

Data and Research Design 

Our strategy for estimating the impact of campaign visits in the 1948 election makes use 

of rich county-level election results from 1916 to 1948.
17

 We also gathered detailed records of 

appearances by Truman and Dewey in the 1948 campaign, and Roosevelt and Dewey from the 

1944 campaign, from a range of archival, newspaper and secondary sources.  In total, Truman 

made 247 campaign appearances in 206 counties, while Dewey made 134 appearances in 117 

counties. We study 149 counties “treated” by a Truman visit and 62 counties “treated” by 

Dewey; we also study 55 counties visited by both candidates.  

Our goal is to compare treated counties to a set of control counties that are as comparable 

as possible. The ideal research design in this context would account for pre-existing differences 

in support for Democrats or Republicans between treated and control counties. Our research 

design makes use of the synthetic control method to account for pre-treatment conditions in the 

visited counties, by fully exploiting the panel of repeated election data available. We match each 

treated county to a synthetic control unit, composed of many possible control counties, which 

most closely matches the treated county’s voting patterns over several pre-treatment elections.  

Before describing our research design in more detail, it is important to note the 

motivation for our use of the synthetic control method. Under many scenarios involving panel 

                                                 
17

 Election results were provided from the ICPSR repository: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social 

Research. United States Historical Election Returns, 1824-1968 [Computer File]. ICPSR00001-v3. Ann Arbor, MI: 

Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributor], 1999-04-26. 

http://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR00001.v3. 



data and a binary treatment variable, researchers would favor a difference-in-differences model 

for estimating causal effects. We elected to proceed with the synthetic control approach outlined 

below because our initial exploration of the data suggested that the assumptions needed for valid 

causal inferences in the difference-in-differences framework were likely to be violated.  

Difference-in-differences relies on a “parallel trends” assumption, or an assumption of “no time-

varying heterogeneity,” between treated and control groups.  That is, we must be confident 

that—in the absence of treatment—the treated counties would have evolved on a similar 

(parallel) trend as untreated or control counties. The parallel trends assumption is fundamentally 

untestable, as we cannot observe treated counties under the counterfactual scenario in which they 

were not visited by a candidate in 1948. Traditionally, researchers assess the plausibility of this 

assumption graphically, by plotting pre-treatment trends in the treated and control groups.  

Alternatively, they may estimate a difference-in-differences model in which the treatment 

variable is fully interacted with period dummies, to assess whether “treatment” is ever a 

significant predictor of the outcome prior to the actual treatment period.  If it is, it suggests that 

the two groups are not sufficiently comparable to justify the assumptions required for valid 

inferences in difference-in-differences framework. 

We take the first approach in Figure 3, plotting Democratic vote share over eight pre-

treatment elections, both in counties visited by Truman and control counties that were not visited 

by either candidate. At the broadest level, Democratic vote share in the two sets of counties do 

track one another. However, there are substantial departures from parallel trend lines in 1924 and 

1932, both of which are statistically and substantively significant in a regression model in which 

treatment is fully interacted with election-year dummies.
18

 These deviations are likely a function 

of non-random selection into treatment; after all, typical campaigns do not randomly select 

                                                 
18

 Results available upon request. 



appearance locations. Unfortunately, deviations such as these render a research design based on 

difference-in-differences suspect. 

[Figure 3 about here] 

To correct for the time-varying heterogeneity shown in Figure 3, we employ the synthetic 

control method, a procedure typically used in comparative case studies with a single treated unit 

(Abadie and Gardeazabal 2003; Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller 2010). Our approach follows 

that of Heersink and Peterson (2016) and Acemoglu et al. (2016), both of whom apply the 

synthetic control method to cases with multiple treated units. This design corrects for time-

varying heterogeneity in two complementary ways.  First, as Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller 

(2010) prove, inferences using the synthetic control method are often valid even in cases of time-

varying heterogeneity.
19

 Second, by using the synthetic control method to select control counties, 

we dramatically reduce the likelihood of time-varying heterogeneity between treated and control 

counties.  Evidence for this second claim is provided in Figures 4 and 5, in the next section, 

which illustrate the tight correspondence in pre-treatment vote share between treated and 

synthetic control counties on average. In other words, the deviations from parallel trends 

documented in Figure 3 are no longer present after selecting synthetic control units; such 

deviations are arguably less likely in the post-treatment period as well.  

Our two outcomes of interest are Democratic vote share and Republican vote share, 

respectively. We focus on overall vote share, rather than share of the two-party vote, because of 

the importance of third-party candidates Strom Thurmond and Henry A. Wallace in the 1948 

election. While two-party vote share is typically of greater substantive interest, since it 

determines the allocation of electoral votes, it potentially misrepresents the nature of political 
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 Inferences under time-varying heterogeneity are valid if two assumptions are met: the synthetic control unit 

should match its treated unit on a set of observable covariates, and the synthetic control unit should match its treated 

unit on a set of pre-treatment observations of the outcome variable. 



persuasion and mobilization in response to candidate appearances in this case. Truman’s 

campaign, battling two offshoots of the Democratic Party, likely saw the whistle-stop tour as a 

chance to win votes away from both Republicans and from the third-party challengers. To the 

extent that Truman persuaded Dixiecrat- or Progressive-leaning voters, the two-party vote share 

would underestimate the impact of his campaign events. 

We consider five distinct types of treatment, as shown in Table 1. Most straightforward 

are exclusive visits by either Truman or Dewey, the two treatments which constitute our primary 

focus. We are also interested in the possibility of spillover effects, so we study two additional 

treatments: adjacency to an exclusive visit by either Truman or Dewey.  Using the synthetic 

control method, we estimate each of these treatment effects separately: counties visited by 

Truman, counties visited by Dewey, counties adjacent to Truman visits, and counties adjacent to 

Dewey visits. Our fifth treatment focuses on the 55 counties that were visited by both candidates. 

We study these cases, though we cannot disentangle the effects of the two candidates’ visits, 

because they provide additional insight into the issue of differential visit quality.
20

 For reasons 

described above, we estimate the impact of “overlapping” visits on Democratic and Republican 

vote share separately, allowing overlapping visits to benefit or harm either candidate, or both. 

[Table 1 about here] 

For each treated county in our data, we construct a synthetic control unit, as described by 

Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010), composed of non-treated counties. Our pool of non-

treated counties (the “donor pool”) excludes those visited by a major-party candidate, those 
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 Counties visited by both candidates provide a valuable, if imperfect, test of the quality hypothesis: holding 

constant counties’ underlying characteristics, which candidate improved their performance in counties they both 

visited? If we observe a positive Truman effect in these counties with “overlapping” visits, and a null or negative 

Dewey effect, it suggests that voters exposed to both candidates’ visits were more likely to vote for Truman. 



adjacent to a visited county, and those without a full panel of electoral data from 1920 to 1948.
21

 

Because the States’ Rights Democratic Party (Dixiecrats) ticket was listed as the official 

Democratic ticket in Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi and South Carolina, our set of non-treated 

counties excludes all four states.
22

 In total, there are 1,781 non-treated counties in the data.    

Let counties be indexed by i over t time periods or elections. In the notation of potential 

outcomes, 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁 is the potential outcome of county i in election t under the control condition. 

Focusing on Truman for the sake of clarity, 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁 refers to the Democratic vote share in county i 

and election t without Truman visiting the county. The potential outcome under the treatment 

condition, i.e. when Truman visits, is 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝐼 .  

For each treated county we observe the value 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝐼 , which combines the potential outcome 

for county i under the control condition, 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁, and the county’s unit-specific treatment effect 𝑎𝑖𝑡. 

A common expression for the value of 𝑎𝑖𝑡 is  

 

𝑎𝑖𝑡 = 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝐼 − 𝑌𝑖𝑡

𝑁, 

 

which makes clear the “fundamental problem of causal inference”—that we observe counties 

under either the treatment or control condition, but never both. Because we observe 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝐼  for each 

treated county, our goal is to estimate the value of 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁 using a weighted combination of counties 

from the donor pool.  

How do we select a weighted combination of counties that best approximates 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁? We 

select the set of counties—indexed by j—from the donor pool and weights, w, on the unit 
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 The requirement of a full panel of electoral data also prevents us from estimating models for six additional 

Truman-treated counties—all in Texas—which were missing election returns for at least one year during the sample 

period. 
22

 Neither major-party candidate visited any of the four states. 



interval, that minimize pre-treatment differences between the treated county and its synthetic 

control unit in terms of Democratic vote share.
23

 If 𝑌𝑗𝑡  is the observed outcome for control county 

j in time t, then the outcome for any given synthetic control unit is  

 

∑ 𝑤𝑗 × 𝑌𝑗𝑡

𝑛

𝑗=1

 

 

Under assumptions described by Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010, p. 495-505), this 

value represents an unbiased estimate of 𝑌𝑖𝑡
𝑁. The difference between 𝑌𝑖𝑡

𝐼  and ∑ 𝑤𝑗 × 𝑌𝑗𝑡
𝑛
𝑗=1  

in 1948, then, represents the county-specific treatment effect of interest. 

The procedure outlined above allows us to construct a synthetic control unit for each 

treated county, whether visited by Truman or Dewey, or adjacent to one of their visits, in our 

data. In practice, we revise this procedure in one way: rather than minimizing MSPE from 

among the set of all 1,781 counties in the donor pool, we trim the donor pool to the 800 donor 

pool counties that are the closest match for county i over the pre-treatment period.
24

 Because our 

interest is in the typical effect of a campaign visit—rather than the impact of any specific stop—

we take the mean of all county-specific effects for a candidate as our estimate of the Sample 

Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (SATT) for Truman and Dewey, respectively. 
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 The synthetic control method minimizes Mean Squared Prediction Error (MSPE), or the sum of the squared 

difference between a treated unit and its synthetic control unit over the period 1920 to 1944. We depart from the 

standard practice, as prescribed by Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010; 2015), by incorporating only pre-

treatment values of the outcome variable as predictor variables.  Given the time period of our study, few other useful 

predictor variables are available; moreover, selecting a synthetic control unit based exclusively on pre-treatment 

vote share ensures the closest possible match between treated and synthetic control units. 
24

 Reducing the donor pool to the closest 800 available control counties serves to reduce the computational burden 

of estimation, and has the additional benefit of reducing the risk of interpolation bias. In alternative specifications, 

we impose more restrictive limits on the donor pool (reducing it to the 300 most closely-matched control counties), 

expand the pre-treatment period over which MSPE is minimized (from seven to eight elections) and incorporate 

predictor variables into the models. Results from these specifications are provided in the Supplemental Appendix. 



A well-known drawback of the synthetic control method is that approaches to statistical 

inference—judging the certainty with which we can reject the null hypothesis—are not well-

developed. While Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller (2010) propose a method for inference, the 

properties of the method are unclear and have been the subject of recent discussion and revision 

in the methodological literature (Ando and Savje 2013; Ferman and Pinto 2016). To perform 

statistical inference regarding our SATT estimates, we focus instead on randomization inference, 

as developed by Fisher (1935) and extended by Rosenbaum (2002). Fisher’s procedure has the 

advantage of well-known properties and is valid if assignment to treatment is ignorable 

(Rosenbaum 2002).  

Fisher’s method compares an estimate from a set of treated cases to alternative estimates 

that would be obtained if we randomly reassigned treated and synthetic control units to 

“treatment” (i.e. placebo treatment). Researchers applying randomization inference randomly 

assign treated and control units to “placebo treatment,” and calculate the quantity of interest or 

treatment effect under this new randomization scheme. The quantity calculated represents one 

realization of what the data would look like if the null hypothesis were true, i.e. if there were no 

effect of campaign visits on vote share. By repeating this process many times, we can 

approximate the distribution of possible outcomes—possible estimates of the treatment effect—

under the null hypothesis.  Comparing our actual treatment estimate to this null distribution 

allows us to judge how likely our results are to arise by random chance. Though we generally 

focus on substantive effect sizes in the results that follow, we also report p-values derived from 

this approach to inference.
25
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 In the Supplemental Appendix, we also provide p-values calculated using Abadie, Diamond and Hainmueller’s 

approach for our main results. Our primary models are robust to alternative methods of performing statistical 

inference. 



The Value of a Campaign Visit 

The 1948 presidential campaign was hard-fought, and Truman’s extensive campaign tour 

of the country is often credited with helping him win re-election in spite of predictions by 

pollsters, journalists and other experts. We use the 1948 campaign to study the impact of 

campaign visits on electoral performance. For each county visited by one of the major-party 

candidates, we estimate a synthetic control model that produces a “synthetic” version of the 

treated county.  This synthetic control unit is composed of non-treated counties that, when 

combined, most closely match the treated county’s Democratic (or Republican) vote share in the 

pre-treatment period from 1920 to 1944.  For each candidate, we aggregate these results across 

all treated counties to estimate the impact of their typical campaign visit. 

[Figure 4 about here] 

Our primary results are summarized in Figures 4 and 5. The top panel of Figure 4 plots 

the mean Democratic vote share in Truman-visited (treated) counties, and the mean Democratic 

vote share in their synthetic control counties.  The vertical line denotes the last pre-treatment 

election in 1944.  The gap that emerges between the treatment and control counties in 1948 is the 

impact of the mean campaign stop on county-level Democratic vote share. In the case of 

Truman, we estimate that the typical campaign stop increased his vote share in the visited county 

by 3.06 percentage points.
26
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 It should be noted that it is possible that at least part of Truman’s effect was the product of him being the 

incumbent president. Indeed, a number of studies have shown that, in more recent years, presidents garner 

considerable attention from local media in response to their personal appearances in the area. Additionally, this local 

media coverage tends to be more positive and result in an increase in popularity among the public there (see, for 

example, Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake (2006); Barrett and Peake (2007); and Cohen (2010)). To the extent that 

holding the presidency results in greater public attention for campaign visits, it is possible that this may have 

increased Truman’s effect above that of his personal quality as a campaigner. However, do note that both Truman 

and Dewey attracted considerable crowds and media coverage throughout the campaign. Indeed, at least in some 

cases Dewey received more attention than the incumbent president when they visited the same areas. For example, 

Truman and Dewey both appeared in Los Angeles (one day apart; September 23 and 24, respectively). Truman’s 

appearance drew 15,000 people to Gilmore Stadium, while Dewey attracted 20,000 at the Hollywood Bowl the next 



The bottom panel of Figure 4 presents the same results from a different perspective, by 

reporting the difference in Democratic vote share between treated and synthetic control counties 

over time.  The effect of a campaign visit is stark: prior to 1948, our group of synthetic control 

units closely mirrors the trend in Democratic vote share in our treated counties.  The largest pre-

treatment gap between the two groups is in 1920, at 0.13 percentage points. By comparison, the 

gap that emerges in 1948 is objectively large. 

To researchers familiar with the synthetic control method, the close fit between treatment 

and synthetic control groups shown in Figure 4 may come as a surprise—rarely do pre-treatment 

trends match so closely in the literature applying this method. The close fit we obtain is a 

function of three factors: first, we study more treated cases than any other application of the 

synthetic control method to date, as far as we are aware.
27

  Averaging across many treated and 

synthetic control units reduces variance in the pre-treatment fit. Second, we match exclusively on 

pre-treatment outcomes, excluding other predictor variables. Without needing to minimize 

distance between predictor variables, the synthetic control algorithm is able to generate closer 

matches on pre-treatment outcomes.
28

 Third, and perhaps most importantly, we draw from a 

large donor pool of 1,761 counties, allowing for extremely close matches in many cases. 

[Figure 5 about here] 

In contrast to the large effects we observe in the case of Truman, we find little evidence 

that Dewey’s campaign visits impacted his performance in treated counties. In Figure 5, we 

report the results of similar analysis of 62 counties visited by Dewey in 1948. Again, the 

                                                                                                                                                             
night. See: “Searchlight Spectacle Lights Gilmore Stadium,” Los Angeles Times, September 24, 1948; “Huge 

Ovation Accorded by Bowl Crowd,” Los Angeles Times, September 25, 1948. 
27

 Heersink, Peterson and Jenkins (2017) apply the same method to as many as 130 counties impacted by the Great 

Mississippi Flood of 1927, but most other applications focus on US states, EU countries or other situations with few 

treated units. 
28

 This is, simultaneously, a weakness of our research design, to the extent that matching on additional predictor 

variables may increase match quality. In the Supplemental Appendix, we report results from alternative 

specifications that include predictor variables. 



synthetic control method produces very close matches between treatment and synthetic control 

groups in the pre-treatment period. However, unlike Truman, we do not observe a large jump in 

Republican vote share in 1948.  In fact, as the bottom panel of Figure 5 makes clear, our best 

guess is that Dewey performed worse in counties he visited, losing an average of 0.2 percentage 

points.  

How certain can we be that Truman’s campaign visits improved his performance at the 

polls? As described in the previous section, we perform randomization inference to assess the 

likelihood of obtaining our results if the null hypothesis were true. We performed 5,000 

permutations of Truman’s treated and synthetic control units, re-calculating the treatment effect 

each time.  Out of 5,000 permutations, our treatment effect estimate of 3.06 percentage points 

was larger than all of them, implying a p-value of 𝑝 ≤ 0.0002. Unsurprisingly, the same 

procedure for Dewey produces a p-value of 0.76, implying that we are unable to distinguish the 

impact of Dewey’s campaign visits from the null hypothesis. This finding is consistent with the 

notion that Dewey’s campaign performances were of notably poor quality.  

The fact that Truman and Dewey’s campaign efforts overlapped in 55 counties presents 

an additional opportunity to test our argument regarding the quality of campaign visits. For each 

of these 55 counties, we estimate two models, with different outcomes: Democratic vote share 

and Republican vote share. We estimate separate models because it is possible that both Truman 

and Dewey would gain (or lose) votes in counties with overlapping visits, either by converting 

votes from third-party candidates or by mobilizing voters who otherwise would not have voted. 

The results of these models need to be interpreted cautiously, since we are testing the impact of 



two distinct “treatments” and cannot disentangle their effects.
29

 At the same time, if Truman’s 

performance improves in these counties and Dewey’s does not, it provides additional support for 

our primary results. 

[Figure 6 about here] 

Figure 6 shows the combined impact of overlapping visits by the two candidates.
30

 The 

top panel reports the combined impact on Democratic vote share, including a significant increase 

in 1948. In 1948, Democratic vote share in counties with overlapping visits jumps 2.19 points 

relative to their synthetic control units, an effect that is statistically and substantively 

significant.
31

 The bottom panel shows that, in the same 55 counties, Republican vote share 

dropped 0.75 points relative to their synthetic control units, though this effect is not statistically 

distinguishable from zero.
32

 These findings are consistent with our primary results: voters 

exposed to visits by both candidates shifted simultaneously toward the Democratic ticket and 

away from the Republican ticket. 

 

Subgroup Effects 

The aggregate results reported thus far confirm our expectations, based on the perceived 

quality of Truman and Dewey’s campaign visits. However, aggregate results can mask 

interesting and important heterogeneity in effects. For instance, it is possible that visits early in 

the campaign season could have weaker or null effects, while visits closer to the election strongly 

                                                 
29

 For instance, if Truman’s performance improves, the impact could arise—at minimum—from his visits or those 

of Dewey. Similarly, if Dewey’s performance declines, it could be the result of a low-quality visit on his part, an 

excellent visit by Truman, or some combination of the two. 
30

 Like our primary models, the quality of pre-treatment fit for these “overlapping” models is quite close. 
31

 At 𝑝 = 0.01. 
32

 The synthetic control units in these models of overlapping visits are different, since they are constructed to match 

raw vote share, rather than two-party vote share. Control counties that match treated county i in terms of Democratic 

vote share may not be the best match for county i with respect to Republican vote share. In most elections, this 

distinction is relatively minor, but it is particularly relevant in both the election we study (1948) and in at least one 

pre-treatment election (1924) that included a prominent third-party candidate. 



influence vote share. If this were the case, it would lend support to the notion that opinion 

changes in response to campaign actions are ephemeral. Similarly, if the impact of a campaign 

visit is only felt in counties that are strong supporters of the candidate, it would have 

implications for how candidates should allocate their time.  

To provide insight into subgroup-specific effects, divide our sample of treated cases on 

the basis of a number of county-level characteristics, including demographics and newspaper 

circulation.
33

 Our analysis makes use of county demographic characteristics from the 1950 

Decennial Census and newspaper circulation data made available by Gentzkow, Shapiro, and 

Sinkinson.
34

 We use these characteristics to calculate heterogeneous treatment effects across 

different subgroups of counties, which we plot in Figure 7. In the top panel, we report the impact 

of Truman campaign visits after splitting the sample in a variety of ways. Starting from the top, 

we report the aggregate estimate for Truman, for reference. Next, we restrict the sample 

according to a treated counties’ prior Democratic vote share. To illustrate, “Swing Counties” are 

those treated counties in which Democratic two-party vote share in the prior election fell 

between 44 and 56 percent. Similarly, those in which Democratic vote share in 1944 fell below 

44 percent or above 56 percent are classified as “Safe Democratic” or “Safe Republican,” as 

applicable. 

[Figure 7 about here] 

We also report subgroup effects by relative population, the fraction of the population that 

is classified in the 1950 Decennial Census as urban, and the presence of an active newspaper in 

the county, using data provided   Finally, we report results according to the proximity of a 
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 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting the possibility that the presence of newspapers in a county might 

moderate the impact of campaign visits, and encouraging this analysis. 
34

 Gentzkow, Matthew, Jesse M. Shapiro, and Michael Sinkinson. United States Newspaper Panel, 1869-2004. 

ICPSR30261-v6. Ann Arbor, MI: Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research [distributor], 2014-

12-10. https://doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR30261.v6. 



campaign visit to the election.
35

 Across most of the subgroups presented in Figure 7, the impact 

of visits by Truman is considerable. We observe a degree of variation in effect sizes across levels 

of partisanship, with Truman’s strongest performance in safely-Democratic counties; even in the 

case of safely Republican counties, however, Truman gains an average of approximately 2 

percentage points per visit.  

An interesting pattern can be seen in the heterogeneity of effects by population, 

urbanicity and the presence of newspapers. All three are indicators of relative size—low-

population counties tend to be rural and are less likely to have an active newspaper. The effect of 

a visit by Truman is consistently largest in “smaller” counties, while the negative impact of a 

Dewey visit is most pronounced in similarly small counties. We interpret this pattern as 

suggestive evidence that campaign visits have their largest impacts—either positive or 

negative—in less-populated or more remote locations, where a campaign visit from a prominent 

politician is more newsworthy, and where voters may be swayed by such an uncommon event. 

More surprising is the role of timing: when we separate the sample by proximity to 

election day, we find no evidence for duration effects. Indeed, campaign stops within three 

weeks of the election did the least to improve Truman’s performance in a county. This finding 

runs counter to the idea that the impact of campaign visits is ephemeral. However, it is consistent 

with survey evidence from the 1948 campaign, which shows that—by the time the last two 

weeks of the campaign arrived—the vast majority of voters had already settled on a candidate: 

just 12.6 percent of respondents in the ANES made their decisions within the final two weeks 

before the election, while 15.5 percent decided after the convention but prior to the last two 
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 In additional analyses, reported in the Supplemental Appendix, we show that our results are robust in samples 

limited to high-quality pre-treatment matches. That is, we split the sample according to the closeness of the pre-

treatment fit between treated and synthetic control units, keeping only those treated cases that are particularly well-

matched to their synthetic control units. Even when we limit the sample in this way, the positive and null effects of 

Truman and Dewey visits, respectively, remain. 



weeks of the campaign.
36

 To the extent that voters had already settled on a candidate, this could 

explain the comparatively small impact of late-season visits. 

In the case of Dewey, our subgroup analysis in the bottom panel of Figure 7 reveals a 

broadly consistent null effect of his campaign appearances, with a few perplexing patterns. 

Dewey’s largest impacts came in safely Democratic counties, and his campaign stops in heavily 

Republican counties are estimated to have cost him support. A similar pattern appears when we 

split the sample by population, but we note that the small sample size makes it unwise to 

interpret the estimates for counties with low populations or metropolitan areas.  As with Truman, 

we find that Dewey’s late-season campaign visits—rather than being more effective at 

convincing voters to support him—appear to have been the least effective of his campaign visits. 

 

Spillover Effects 

Our primary results show that Truman’s electoral performance improved markedly in 

counties that he visited during the campaign. Dewey’s performance, on the other hand, did not 

change appreciably; indeed, his campaign stops may have actually hurt his electoral fortunes 

slightly. Our estimate of the impact of Truman’s campaign visits (3.06 percentage points) is 

substantively and statistically significant. Importantly, our estimates are focused on county-level 

outcomes, and restricted to the counties where candidates actually visited. Electoral impacts are 

unlikely to stop sharply at county borders, however. One possibility is that any impact of a stop 

is truly local, restricted to the specific town where a candidate stops. A different possibility is 

that impacts are more diffuse, spreading into the surrounding area, but becoming weaker as 

distance from the true visit location increases.  
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 The largest share of voters knew who they would vote for all along, or decided at the time of the convention. 



To assess whether candidate visits produce spillover effects to other counties, we 

estimated a series of synthetic control models for those counties adjacent to a county visited by 

either of the two candidates. We limit the treatment group to counties adjacent to a Truman visit 

and counties adjacent to a Dewey visit, rather than those adjacent to a county visited by both 

candidates.
37

 In total, there are 357 adjacent counties for Truman and 191 adjacent counties for 

Dewey. 

[Figure 8 about here] 

Figure 8 illustrates the spillover effects to adjacent counties for both Truman (top panel) 

and Dewey (bottom panel) campaign visits. The figure plots the gap in vote share between 

adjacent counties and their synthetic control units over time. As with directly-treated counties, 

those counties adjacent to a Truman visit experience a sizable increase in Democratic vote share 

relative to their synthetic control units, averaging 2.64 percentage points (𝑝 < 0.01). Counties 

adjacent to a Dewey visit lose 0.15 percentage points.  

These results are quite consistent with our earlier findings. If we observed sizable 

spillover effects for Dewey’s campaign visits, it would raise doubts about our primary findings, 

since we would not expect to find a null effect for direct visits but a large spillover effect. 

Finding a large effect in counties visited directly by Truman but no impact in adjacent counties 

would raise similar concerns. However, our findings are broadly consistent: in every type of 

county “touched” by a Truman visit—even those also visited by his opponent—Truman’s 

average performance increased relative to their synthetic control group. Meanwhile, Dewey’s 

performance does not increase in any of the types of counties he visited. 
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 For both sets of spillover models, the donor pool consists of non-treated, non-adjacent counties (i.e. the same 

1,761 counties used in our main models). 



Campaign Visits and the Election Outcome 

Did the whistlestop campaign tour matter? As noted in the previous section, our main 

estimates—while large in terms of local impacts—are restricted to the counties where the 

candidates actually visited. In comparison to Holbrook (2002), who studies state-level outcomes, 

our estimates are actually smaller in a substantive sense. Holbrook’s estimates imply that if 

Truman made 12 stops in a state, he would have gained 2.98 percentage points of the state’s two-

party vote share. In contrast, our estimate implies that if Truman made 12 stops, in separate 

counties, he would gain an average of 3.06 percentage points in those 12 counties only. Given 

that the average US state in 1948 had roughly 70 counties, increasing vote share in 12 counties is 

vastly different from increasing vote share statewide. 

In light of the smaller size and increased precision of our effect estimates, we sought to 

assess whether Truman’s extensive campaign tour was sufficient to flip any of the several highly 

competitive states that he visited.  Focusing on the states that Truman most narrowly won—

California, Illinois, and Ohio—we consider how Truman’s performance would have been 

impacted if he had not visited the state at all. Our first simulation includes only counties with 

“exclusive” Truman visits—those visited by Truman but not Dewey. To estimate Truman’s 

performance under this counterfactual scenario, we assume that—in the absence of a visit—his 

vote share in each county he visited would decline by 3.06 percentage points (the SATT). Our 

second simulation includes all counties Truman visited in a state, including those that overlapped 

with Dewey campaign stops. In this simulation, we apply the SATT for exclusive visits (3.06 

points) and overlapping visits (2.19 points), as appropriate, to calculate the decline in Truman’s 

vote share in the absence of a visit.
38
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 In the Supplemental Appendix, we employ alternative assumptions, including using county-specific treatment 

effects estimated from our synthetic control models, rather than the treatment effects aggregated across many 



It is important to note that our simulation makes two very conservative assumptions, 

which tilt the playing field toward a finding of “no impact” at the state level. First, we ignore 

spillover effects entirely, focusing exclusively on direct impacts in counties visited. Second, we 

also assume that any votes lost by Truman failing to visit do not flow to another candidate; 

rather, they simply disappear.  This systematically understates the impact of Truman’s visits, but 

avoids imposing assumptions about which “types” of voters (Dewey, Thurmond or Wallace 

supporters) were swung by his visit. 

[Table 2 about here] 

The results of our simulation, by state, are summarized in Table 2. In the top row, in 

which we simulate a scenario in which Truman eliminates all of his exclusive visits, Truman 

maintains his win in California and Illinois. However, in this scenario, Truman would lose 

29,153 votes in Ohio, sufficient to flip the state to Dewey. 

In the bottom row of Table 2, we alter the simulation to also eliminate Truman’s visits 

that overlapped with Dewey campaign stops. This is an important distinction in California, 

especially, as Truman made twelve stops in California but six were in counties that Dewey also 

visited. Therefore, our first simulation eliminates just six total Truman stops in the state (those 

that are exclusive), while our second simulation eliminates all twelve Truman stops. The results 

illustrate the importance of this difference—in the second scenario, all three states would have 

flipped to Dewey. 

The finding that California or Illinois may have changed columns is sensitive to the 

specific assumptions of our simulation. We are relatively more confident in the finding that 

Dewey would have won Ohio, however. Ohio alone would not have been sufficient to give 

                                                                                                                                                             
counties. We report results based on the SATT here because we consider the SATT to be significantly more reliable 

than individual county-specific estimates. The Supplemental Appendix also simulates situations in which Truman 

eliminated half of all his visits in a state, rather than all visits. 



Dewey the presidency. Still, the fact that Truman’s extensive campaign in the state—visiting 17 

counties in total while Dewey visited just two—most likely swung the state to his side suggests 

the potential power of campaign visits in close elections. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper we estimate the effect campaign visits by Democratic candidate Harry 

Truman and Republican candidate Thomas Dewey had on the outcome of the 1948 presidential 

election. To assess this, we collected data on each stop in the Dewey and Truman “whistle-stop” 

tours in the fall of 1948. We estimated a series of synthetic control models to provide a 

comparison between voter behavior in treated counties and those counties that most closely 

mimic treated counties, but which were not visited by either candidate. Our results provide 

insight into the way campaign activities affected the outcome of the 1948 race, and provide a set 

of considerations regarding how to measure the effect of campaign visits more generally in 

future research.   

On the Democratic side, Truman’s visits had a clear positive effect on his electoral 

performance. On average, Truman improved his vote performance by a little more than 3 points 

in counties where he made campaign appearances. Despite this large effect, we do not find that 

Truman’s whistlestop tour was sufficient to flip the election. That is, even if Truman had not 

received county-level bumps in vote total where he visited, he is likely to still have won the 

election. However, the appearances did help secure his victory. Our results indicate that, without 

the considerable number of stops Truman made in Ohio, that state would likely have gone 

Republican—a potentially important switch in such a tight election. 



But our results also show that campaign visits - despite the arguably more favorable 

historical context of our study—do not guarantee improved performance. Dewey engaged in a 

much lighter campaign schedule than Truman—a potential strategic error if his visits had 

produced a similar electoral effect. Based on our results, however, there is little reason to believe 

that Dewey could have improved his probability of victory if he had simply increased his number 

of campaign stops. Indeed, we find that Dewey received no electoral bump whatsoever from his 

visits.  

Our findings shed light on an open puzzle regarding the influence of campaign visits on 

vote choice and electoral outcomes. This paper highlights two considerations: first, we 

emphasize the importance of relying on more disaggregated data—in the case of this study, 

county level data—to identify the effect of campaign appearances and other geographically-

targeted, small-scale campaign actions.  The logic underlying this argument is that campaign 

visits occur in combination with a variety of other election-related activities. Moreover, many of 

the mediating impacts of a visit, such as increases in voter registration, number of volunteers, or 

mobilization are strongest at the local level. By focusing on a smaller geographical unit of 

analysis, researchers are more likely to uncover the actual effect of a visit, rather than the 

influence of unrelated campaign activities in the same state. Second, these results underscore the 

need to consider differentiation in the effectiveness of individual candidates’ campaign visits. 

Studies of “campaign effects”—including, but not limited to, candidate visits—cannot simply 

focus on the quantity of visits; they must also take into consideration candidates’ ability in 

executing these campaign activities successfully. Given the broadly shared view of Dewey as an 

ineffective campaigner on the stump, relative to Truman’s success in connecting with his 



audience, our results confirm the role of candidate performance in shaping the electoral impact 

of campaign visits.  

While our findings clarify the impact of campaign activities on the outcome of the 1948 

election, the extent to which these findings apply directly to present-day elections is debatable. 

Indeed, both the kind of activities campaigns engage in and the context in which they occur has 

changed dramatically since 1948. Thus, while the results presented here contribute to our 

understanding of campaign effects, they come with clear limitations with regard to their external 

validity. We therefore suggest that future research on the effect of campaign visits should assess 

whether these findings are unique to the type of campaigning that occurred in 1948 and before, 

or whether applying the combination of the theoretical considerations, micro-level data, and 

methodological approach on more (and, more recent) presidential election campaigns produces 

comparable findings. Such future research would help overcome limitations inherent to a single 

study of a single campaign, and clarify whether high-quality campaign visits by presidential 

candidates also affect election outcomes in modern campaigns. 
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Figure 1: States in the 1948 presidential election in which the margin of victory was less than 

one percentage point for either candidate. 

  



 
Figure 2: Visits by Democratic presidential candidate Harry S. Truman and Republican 

presidential candidate Thomas E. Dewey in the fall 1948 presidential campaign. 

  



 
Figure 3: Democratic vote share in US Presidential elections in Truman-treated and control 

counties, 1916-1948. Large jumps in Democratic vote share in treated counties in 1924 and 1932 

render a research design based on difference-in-differences, with its parallel trends assumption, 

invalid. 

  



 

 
Figure 4: Synthetic control models estimating the impact of Truman campaign visits. Top panel: 

mean Democratic vote share in treated and synthetic control counties over time. Bottom panel: 

the difference in mean Democratic vote share in treated and synthetic control counties over time. 



 

  
Figure 5: Synthetic control models estimating the impact of Dewey campaign visits. Top panel: 

mean Republican vote share in treated and synthetic control counties over time. Bottom panel: 

the difference in mean Republican vote share in treated and synthetic control counties over time. 



 

  
Figure 6: Synthetic control models of counties with “overlapping” visits, i.e. visits by both 

major-party candidates. Estimates in both panels represent the combined impact of visits by both 

candidates. Top panel: mean Democratic vote share in overlapping and synthetic control counties 

over time. Bottom panel: mean Republican vote share in overlapping and synthetic control 

counties over time. 



 

  
Figure 7: Subgroup analysis of campaign visits’ impact on vote share. Top panel: Truman 

campaign visits. Bottom panel: Dewey campaign visits. The vertical lines in each panel represent 

an effect equal to zero. For reference, the aggregate estimate for each candidate is provided at the 

top of their respective panels. 



 

  
Figure 8: Synthetic control models estimating spillover effects to adjacent counties. Top panel: 

difference in mean Democratic vote share between Truman-adjacent counties and their synthetic 

control units over time. Bottom panel: difference in mean Republican vote share between 

Dewey-adjacent counties and their synthetic control units. 



Treatment Type Treated N 

Exclusive Visits - Truman  149 

Exclusive Visits - Dewey  62 

Adjacent Counties - Truman  357 

Adjacent Counties - Dewey  191 

Visits by Both Candidates  55 

Table 1: Sample size of treated units in five distinct treatment groups. 

  



Counterfactual California Illinois Ohio 

Eliminate Exclusive Visits No Change No Change Flip 

Eliminate All Visits Flip Flip Flip 

Table 2: Simulations of Truman’s performance in three competitive states under the 

counterfactual condition in which he did not visit the state. The top row eliminates only 

“exclusive” visits, where Truman visited the county but Dewey did not. The bottom row 

eliminates all visits, including those overlapping with Dewey.  

 


