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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Presidential elections are arguably the most consequential recurring political event in the United 
States. Understanding the factors that determine their outcomes, therefore, is of substantial 
importance. One proposed factor pertains to presidential candidates’ incumbency status, yet its 
nature is complex and difficult to study with observational data. In particular, the individual-level 
mechanisms underlying incumbency effects remain unclear. This study proposes many citizens 
generally believe that, ceteris paribus, presidents should be afforded two terms. Crucially, such a 
norm implies that incumbency status possesses an inherent effect, operating independent of other 
mechanisms that may stem from incumbency. A large, pre-registered survey experiment was 
therefore employed to isolate the effect of incumbency status on presidential vote choice. The 
experiment finds strong evidence that one-term incumbent candidates have an inherent advantage 
against their non-incumbent opponents. The results also clarify that the two-term disadvantage 
present in observational data is not inherent, and that it can perhaps be better understood as the 
absence of the one-term advantage. The study thus points toward a micro-foundational mechanism 
underlying incumbent-party performance in presidential elections. Finally, analyses of panel data 
explore which voters may be systematically inclined to vote based upon the incumbency status of 
presidential candidates.  
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 1 

Presidential elections are arguably the single largest, and most consequential, recurring 

political event in the United States. Understanding the factors that determine the outcomes of these 

elections is, therefore, of immense importance.  For example, both mass media and scholarship 

tend to place great emphasis on the state of the national economy as a determinant of presidential 

approval and thus of election outcomes (Kane 2016; Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000; Norpoth 

2001). 

A second factor often cited by media and scholars is that of the presidential candidates’ 

incumbency status. Scholarship on congressional elections provide clear evidence that incumbent-

candidates possess a strong advantage (e.g., Abramowitz, Alexander, and Gunning 2006).  

However, the nature of incumbency’s effect in U.S. presidential elections is, as Campbell (2014, 

301) contends, “more complex than often thought.”   

To what extent does incumbency status matter for presidential elections? The literature points 

to several empirical regularities. First, presidential candidates who have already served one term 

tend to win a second term at a much better-than-even chance (Mayhew 2008). However, while this 

“virtually assured” victory constitutes an advantage (Campbell 2014, 302), a complicating factor 

is that, per the 22nd Amendment to the Constitution, individual candidates are prohibited from 

serving more than two terms in office. Thus, incumbency can be studied not only at the level of 

incumbent-candidates, but also at the level of incumbent-parties. This analytical shift helps reveal 

a second empirical regularity in the forecasting literature:  incumbent-parties—that is, the party 

occupying the presidency—tend to perform worse in national elections after two terms in office 

vis-à-vis after one term (e.g., Chatterjee and Eyigungor 2020; Sidman, Mak, and Lebo 2008).1   

 
1 Indeed, Wlezien (2017) employs a measure of “party tenure” to capture how long a party, not an 
individual, has occupied the presidency. 
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Extant scholarship, then, suggests a one-term advantage (1TA) for incumbents over their 

opponents in the same election, but a two-term disadvantage (2TD) for a party (and, thus, the 

candidate it has nominated) after serving two (or more) terms.2 Indeed, presidential forecasting 

models acknowledge this effect by accounting for whether or not a candidate is a one-term 

incumbent (e.g., Abramowitz 2016; Norpoth 2016).   

Two important points remain unclear, however. The first is whether the 2TD represents an 

absolute disadvantage against the opponent in the same election (e.g., because voters believe it is 

“time for change” (Abramowitz 2016)), or if it merely reflects the absence of a 1TA.  Because 

elections typically involve one party having either served one or two terms in office, it is difficult 

to investigate this question using observational data alone (e.g., aggregated election returns). That 

is, while we can compare a two-term incumbent-party’s performance to four years prior, we cannot 

know how the same candidate would have fared in an election had their party not occupied the 

presidency for the previous eight years.   

Second, and more importantly, what accounts for these predictable swings of the “electoral 

pendulum” (Norpoth 2016, 655)?  Though scholarship points to empirical regularities, the micro-

foundational mechanisms underlying the 1TA and 2TD remain unclear. This may be partly because 

potential mechanisms are indeed numerous. For example, incumbent presidents—like incumbent 

members of Congress—may acquire various policymaking-related skills and campaigning 

advantages over potential opponents (Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin 2019; Levitt and Wolfram 

1997; Mayhew 2008). Incumbent-party presidents are also able to selectively engage in credit-

claiming for various national conditions (Campbell 2014). Another possibility is that of risk-

aversion and/or status quo bias among members of the public (Mayhew 2008; Samuelson and 

 
2 For ease of exposition any reference to “two-term” will leave implied “or more”. 
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Zeckhauser 1988). However, this latter mechanism would struggle to explain why, after two terms, 

incumbent-parties no longer appear to wield any advantage. Another potential mechanism might 

involve “thermostatic politics” theory (Wlezien 1995) wherein, after eight years of relatively 

liberal public policymaking, for example, a segment of the public shifts toward the party that 

advocates for more conservative public policymaking (see also Chatterjee and Eyigungor 2020). 

Lawmakers’ drift away from voters’ policy preferences also helps explain the “cost of ruling” 

effect—i.e., the tendency for governing parties to lose political support over time (e.g., see Wlezien 

2017). Additionally, candidates whose party has already served two terms may vary in their ability 

to garner credit (or blame) for their party’s previous eight years in office (Sidman, Mak, and Lebo 

2008).  

In this study, I propose an additional mechanism—one that is inherent to incumbency itself.  

Specifically, I propose that beliefs about incumbency represent a social norm among a sizable 

portion of the U.S. public. Given the ratification of the 22nd Amendment in 1951, and the 

longstanding norm among presidents before then to serve no more than two terms, it is reasonable 

to suspect that a non-negligible share of the electorate simply believes that presidents should be 

afforded two terms.3 In other words, ceteris paribus, a president serving only one term when s/he 

is legally permitted to serve two may seem inherently “wrong”, especially if there also exists a 

perception that incumbents winning a second term is the normal course of events. This supposition 

coheres with broader findings regarding social norms. For example, extant evidence contends that 

prevailing social norms are substantially influenced by a nation’s history (Acemoglu and Jackson 

2015; Horne and Mollborn 2020), while experimental evidence demonstrates that conventions 

 
3 The only exception in U.S. history is Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who was elected four consecutive times. 
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repeatedly observed in previous rounds can translate into an “intrinsic normative power” that 

shapes individuals’ behavior going forward (Guala and Mittone 2010, 75).  

By the same logic, there may also exist a social norm in which some citizens believe that, 

ceteris paribus, parties out-of-power deserve to “get a turn” after a member of the in-power party 

has served two terms (much akin to “time for change” (see Abramowitz 2016)).  

 To the extent these incumbency-related norms exist in the public, citizens wield a simple 

heuristic to assist them with voting in presidential elections—i.e., they can vote based upon how 

many terms a candidate, or candidate’s party, has occupied the presidency. Again, and in contrast 

to the proposed mechanisms identified above, emphasis on these potential norms implies that the 

1TA and/or 2TD may be partly inherent to incumbency status itself, irrespective of downstream 

consequences of incumbency that may well also have effects (e.g., campaign advantages, credit-

claiming for economic conditions, or public demand for more or less liberal policymaking). I 

therefore test the following hypotheses: 

 
One-Term Advantage (1TA) Hypothesis (H1):  Candidates who have occupied the presidency 
for one term will attract a significantly greater vote share than candidates who have not served 
one term. 

 
Two-Term Disadvantage (2TD) Hypothesis (H2):  Candidates whose party has occupied the 
presidency for two terms will attract a significantly smaller vote share than candidates whose 
party has not served two terms. 
 
 

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES 

Studying the effects of incumbency status in presidential elections is beset by multiple 

challenges. Innumerable factors vary from election to election, making direct comparisons 

difficult. For example, in addition to shifting national and international conditions, electorates vary 

in demographic composition and partisan balance (e.g., Bartels 2000). Changes also occur in the 
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strategic behavior of out-party opponents (e.g., in deciding whether or not to run) from election to 

election (Mayhew 2008), rendering it difficult to determine the extent to which an election 

outcome is due to factors involving the incumbent vis-à-vis the incumbent’s opponent. Similarly, 

presidents may be evaluated based upon the perceived competence of the previous administration 

(Green and Jennings 2017, 167–96). Further, elections typically feature a candidate whose party 

has held the presidency for one or two terms, which removes a baseline that would enable us to 

empirically separate a 1TA from a 2TD.  As Wlezien (2001, 28) observes,  “The two literally mirror 

each other—one "on," the other "off'—since 1952, with the exception of a single election, 1992.” 

The present study therefore relies primarily upon a large, pre-registered survey experiment 

(n=3,351) to test both H1 and H2 via isolating incumbency status from other contextual factors. 

This approach allows for a direct test of inherent incumbency effects while also permitting the 

empirical disentangling of a 1TA and 2TD. Finally, I analyze panel data to explore factors 

associated with voting based upon incumbency status of presidential candidates. 

First, however, I present the outcomes of all presidential elections over the past 70 years, which 

help to succinctly illustrate the nature of the 1TA and 2TD. These descriptive analyses extend 

earlier analyses done by Abramowitz (2021) and Norpoth (2021), but focus only on incumbency 

status and include all presidential elections since the ratification of the 22nd Amendment. 

 

INCUMBENCY EFFECTS IN MODERN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 

Table 1 reports the outcomes of all presidential elections since 1952, both in terms of win rates 

and two-party vote shares.  Any cell shaded in lighter gray is one that fits the pattern expected by 

H1 and H2, while darker cells are those that do not fit the pattern. As the table demonstrates, the  
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win rate (in terms of popular vote4) is impressively high for one-term incumbent-party candidates 

(nearly 78%) and much lower (33.33%) for candidates whose party has occupied the presidency 

for two (or more) terms. This constitutes a 44 percentage-point difference-in-proportions of 

popular-vote wins (p<.05).5 In terms of respective vote shares, one-term incumbent-party 

candidates have averaged 54.5% of the two-party vote (i.e., a 9 percentage-point advantage over 

their opponents), while candidates whose party has served for two or more terms average only 

49% of the two-party vote (i.e., a 2 percentage-point disadvantage). The difference between these 

two vote shares is statistically significant (p=.01). The one-term incumbent-party vote share is also 

 
4 “Winning” here is defined as obtaining a majority of the two-party vote, regardless of the Electoral College 
outcome. Because this study focuses on behavior in the mass public, only the popular vote is considered. 
5 Given the directional hypotheses, one-tailed p-values are reported. 

 
 
TABLE 1.  Incumbent-Party Advantage & 2-Term Incumbent-Party Disadvantage 
 

 After 1 Term in Office  After 2 or More Terms in Office 
Year Outcome 2-Party Vote 

Share 
 Outcome 2-Party Vote Share 

1952    LOSS 44.71 
1956 WIN 57.75%    
1960    LOSS 49.90 
1964 WIN 61.35%    
1968    LOSS 49.60 
1972 WIN 61.81%    
1976    LOSS 48.93% 
1980 LOSS 44.71%    
1984 WIN 59.15%    
1988    WIN 53.94% 
1992    LOSS 46.52% 
1996 WIN 54.73%    
2000    WIN* 50.26% 
2004 WIN 51.21%    
2008    LOSS 46.35% 
2012 WIN 51.98%    
2016    WIN* 51.06% 
2020 LOSS 47.73%    

      
TOTAL 77.78% W 54.49% Avg.  33.33% W 49.03% Avg. 

Notes:  Data from The American Presidency Project at University of California, Santa Barbara. Elections 
begin at 1952 as the 22nd Amendment (barring more than two terms) was ratified in 1951. * indicates the 
popular vote result conflicts with the Electoral College result.   
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significantly greater than the vote share we would expect by chance (50%; p=.03), while the two-

term vote share is not significantly less than 50% (p=.16). That said, in all nine elections with a 

two-term incumbent-party candidate, we observe a decrease in vote share from the previous 

election, which is consistent with the “cost of ruling” effect (Wlezien 2017).  

Figure  1 below extends these analyses to all presidential elections following the U.S. Civil 

War.6 The left panel presents means of incumbent-party vote share out of the two-party vote share. 

For candidates whose party held office for one term, the candidates averaged 54.3% of the vote, 

nearly identical to the share observed in Table 1. This result is statistically significantly different 

from the expected two-party vote share (50%, represented by the dashed vertical line) at the p=.01 

level.  In contrast, candidates whose party served the two previous terms averaged 51.1% of the 

vote, while candidates whose party served (consecutively) three or more of the previous terms 

averaged only 48.4% of the vote.7   

The right panel of Figure 1 separates these results by elections before 1952 (i.e., the first 

election after the ratification of the 22nd Amendment) and elections including and after 1952.  

Remarkably, the results for one-term incumbent-party candidates are nearly identical across these 

two periods.  The vote share for two-term incumbent-party candidates was slightly higher in the 

post-1952 period compared to the pre-1952 period (52.5% compared to 50.0%, respectively). The 

average vote share for candidates whose party served three or more terms was 49% for the pre- 

 
6 See Supplemental Appendix for additional details. 
7 These results presented here differ slightly from Table 1 insofar as Table 1 treats “two-term incumbent-
party candidates” to also include candidates whose party served two or more terms.  Thus, the 1952 election 
and 1992 elections are treated as “two-term” elections in the main manuscript, but are treated in Figure 1 
as “three or more terms”.  This is due to the fact that there were many additional “three or more terms” 
elections between the end of the Civil War and 1952, and so creating a distinct category for “three or more 
terms” seemed appropriate in this case. 
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1952 period and 45.6% for the post-1952 period, though the latter only includes two elections 

(1952 and 1992). 

Finally, this analysis also revealed that compared to their initial winning election, one-term 

incumbent-parties only lost vote share 31% of the time (five out of sixteen elections).  This 

provides further evidence for a 1TA, and also suggests that, in the U.S.,  any “cost of ruling” may 

take place after a party’s first reelection. See Supplemental Appendix (SA), section I, for additional 

discussion. 

This descriptive section thus illustrates the potential presence and magnitude of the 1TA and 

2TD. The results suggest, however, that the 2TD is noticeably weaker, perhaps not reflecting a 
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disadvantage so much as the absence of a one-term advantage given that the average (two-party) 

vote share is only slightly below 50%. And of course, because these are observational data, the 

observed patterns may not only reflect the effect of incumbency status per se, but also various 

aspects of the economy, government performance, and other factors that shape citizens’ vote 

choices. The next section thus investigates whether such incumbency effects are to some degree 

inherent—i.e., that candidates’ incumbency status is capable, in and of itself, of influencing voting 

behavior in presidential elections. 

 

AN EXPERIMENTAL TEST OF INHERENT INCUMBENCY EFFECTS 

In contrast to the aggregated observational data above, a survey experiment enables us to 

isolate incumbency status from other potential factors that might explain the 1TA and 2TD at the 

individual level, such as the candidates’ qualities, name recognition (Abramowitz 1975), the 

national context (e.g., the economy), and downstream advantages related to campaigning and 

credit-claiming.  A survey experiment was therefore pre-registered and fielded in early 2023 via 

Lucid Theorem.8 The total sample size was 3,351, with quotas in place for race/ethnicity, gender, age, 

and geographic region (see SA for demographic details). 

Earlier in the survey, a subset of respondents was asked two questions about incumbency 

norms.9  These items are featured in Table 2. Both questions were followed by six-point agreement 

scales (ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”).  

 

 

 
8 The pre-registration document is located in the Supplemental Appendix and accessible here:  
https://osf.io/3s2ty/?view_only=b7789d0da8a747918b71635d6cbbd2c7 
9 100% (50%) of control (treatment) group respondents were asked (as the control condition did not 
reference incumbency). 
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Figure 2 displays the results for these two items, disaggregated by partisan identity. Several 

features are worth noting.  First, there is a remarkable level of agreement, particularly for the notion 

that presidents “should be re-elected”. A significantly larger proportion of respondents expressed 

agreement with the first item compared to the second (56.4% versus 41.7%, p<.001)—a pattern 

that holds for each partisan group.10 Second, across partisan groups, there is notable homogeneity  

in response patterns.11  This suggests that a sizable share of the public subscribes to a norm in 

which presidents should serve a second term and, to a lesser extent, that the opposing party should 

occupy the presidency after these two terms conclude. Insofar as this is true, it follows that 

manipulating incumbency status itself should alter respondents’ voting behavior. 

 

 
10 The overall correlation between the two items was .33 (p<.001).  
11 Chi-squared tests confirmed no relationship between Democratic/Republican identification and each item 
at the conventional level of significance (p<.05).  See SA for additional analyses examining correlates of 
these normative beliefs. 

TABLE 2:  Incumbency Norms in the American Public 
 

Survey Questions Regarding Incumbency Norms 
One-Term Norm 
 
 
 
 

The U.S. Constitution allows presidents to serve up to two (4-year) terms in office. 
Please rate your level of agreement with the following general statement, being 
sure to disregard any considerations relevant to the current U.S. president: 
 
Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel that presidents should 
be re-elected so that they can serve a second term in office. 
 

Two-Term Norm 
 
 

Now please rate your level of agreement with the following general statement, 
being sure to disregard any considerations relevant to the current U.S. president: 
 
Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel that once a political 
party has had control of the presidency for two full (4-year) terms, the other party 
should get a chance at being president.  

Notes: Questions asked early in the survey (prior to experiment, with an unrelated set of questions appearing 
after).  Each question featured a six-point agreement scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly 
Agree (6).   
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The survey experiment therefore randomized 80% of the sample to one of two treatment 

conditions, and the remaining 20% to a control condition.  These conditions describe a (fictional) 

presidential election from “many decades ago” featuring two candidates (Democratic and 

Republican), with the goal of learning how respondents would have voted.  The key manipulation,  

per above, is the incumbency status of the candidates; however, the party of the incumbent is also 

randomized to account for the influence of partisanship on vote choice. Table 3 features the content 

of these conditions. To minimize the possibility of other potential considerations about context 

being introduced, the vignette also featured brief, non-manipulated statements about economic and 

foreign policy conditions. 
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Importantly, within the treatment conditions, respondents were randomly assigned to observe 

either a Democratic or Republican incumbent-party candidate. Respondents could then choose to: 

1) vote for the Democratic candidate, 2) vote for the Republican candidate, 3) vote for a different 

candidate, or 4) abstain (see SA for verbatim wording). 

 

Experimental Results 

Because the Control condition did not feature an incumbent, two dichotomous outcome 

measures were constructed from the four response options:  1) vote for the Democratic candidate 

(or not), 2) vote for the Republican candidate (or not).  Examining these measures across the 

TABLE 3:  Design of Survey Experiment 
 

Content Featured in Survey Experiment Vignettes 
Non-Manipulated 

Content 
 
 
 

We would like to know how you would have voted in a presidential election 
many decades ago in US history.  The economy at the time was performing 
about average, with unemployment and inflation both at fairly typical 
levels.  The US was not engaged in any major conflicts overseas.   
 
Two candidates were running for president at the time:  one a Democrat, the 
other a Republican.  The two candidates had roughly an equal number of years 
working in government. 
 

Control Condition 
(Non-Incumbent 

Candidate) 
 
 

[Respondents proceeded to outcome measure after exposure to content from 
above] 
 

One-Term 
Incumbent Condition 

 
 

The [Democratic / Republican] candidate was the incumbent president and was 
running for reelection to the presidency against the [Republican / Democratic] 
challenger.  
 

Two-Term 
Candidate Condition 

 
 

Neither of the two candidates had held the office of the presidency before the 
election. However, the president for the previous 8 years (two full presidential 
terms) was a member of the [Democratic / Republican] Party.   
 

Outcome Measure 
 
 

Had you been a voter during the time of this election, how do you think you 
would have voted?   [Options:  Democratic candidate, Republican candidate, 
voted but not for either the Democrat nor Republican, or abstained] 

Notes:  Table features content featured in the experimental vignettes and outcome measure.  In the “One-
Term Incumbent” and “Two-Term Candidate” conditions, the party of each candidate was randomized.   
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Control and One-Term conditions thus functions as a first test of H1.  The left panel of Figure 3 

displays these results, which demonstrate that manipulating candidates’ incumbency status (from 

unspecified to one-term) yields an increase in the probability that respondents will vote for that 

candidate. The effect occurs regardless of the candidate’s party:  though average support for the 

Democratic candidate is higher in the sample than for the Republican candidate, the effect sizes 

are roughly similar:  6.5 percentage points for the Democratic candidate (p<.01) and 4.6 percentage 

points for the Republican candidate (p<.05).12  The weighted average for these two effects is 5.6 

percentage points, which amounts to a sizable advantage for one-term incumbent-party candidates 

(per H1).13  

The right panel of Figure 3 compares the two treatment conditions as a means of examining 

how one-term candidates perform relative to candidates that are explicitly described as two-term 

incumbent-party candidates (rather than, as in the Control, incumbency status not being explicitly 

stated). As both conditions featured an incumbent, the outcome is whether the respondent voted 

for the incumbent candidate (=1) or not (=0).  As shown in the figure, changing from a one-term 

to a two-term incumbent-party candidate yields a decrease in the likelihood that respondents vote  

for the candidate.  The estimated effect is a 4.4 percentage-point decrease in probability (p=.01), 

thus providing additional empirical evidence for H1 while also demonstrating that two-term 

incumbent-party candidates—despite identical descriptions and contexts—do not enjoy the same 

inherent advantage as their one-term counterparts. 

  

 
12 Logistic regression was used to estimate effect sizes and obtain p-values. 
13 Note that the estimated probabilities can fall below 50% because third-party voting and abstention were 
alternative options. 
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The SA examines whether the effects displayed in Figure 3 were moderated by respondents’ 

party identification and normative beliefs regarding incumbency (see SA for details). Further, a 

series of additional tests confirm several important validity-related features of the study.  First, 

given that (roughly half of) respondents were asked questions about incumbency prior to the 

experiment, the possibility of a priming effect was investigated.  As reported in the SA, whether 

or not a respondent was asked these questions does not substantially alter the effect of being a two-

term versus one-term incumbent-party candidate on vote choice. 
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Second, to confirm sufficient respondent attentiveness to the experiment, factual manipulation 

checks were asked after the outcome measure (see Kane and Barabas 2019). A chi-squared test 

confirms that respondents’ answers significantly covaried with treatment assignment (p<.001). 

Nevertheless, the overall percent answering correctly was 71%, which implies that the estimated 

treatment effects may be somewhat attenuated. To investigate this, responses to static, pre-

treatment factual questions (“mock vignette checks”; see Kane, Velez and Barabas (2023); Kane 

(2024)) were employed to estimate treatment effects across attentiveness levels. Among the most 

attentive respondents, the treatment effects are substantially larger than those shown in Figure 3 

(see SA for details). Together, these results provide even stronger evidence for H1, as those who 

were most likely to have observed the candidates’ incumbency status exhibit the strongest effects. 

Finally, because the experiment featured a Control condition, we can directly test H2 and, thus, 

more closely investigate the nature of the 2TD.  Is it a disadvantage in the absolute sense, or should 

it instead be viewed as the absence of a 1TA (i.e., a disadvantage relative only to the party’s 

performance in the previous election)?  Figure 4 displays the results of this analysis (again, 

separated by party of the candidate since no incumbent was specified in the Control condition). 

The key pattern to observe is that a 2TD exists, but only relative to the one-term candidate, not to 

the Control condition wherein incumbency status was omitted.  The implication, therefore, is that 

a candidate from a party that has already served two terms should not, simply by virtue of their 

party’s incumbency status, expect to receive less than 50% of the two-party vote. Rather than 

constituting an inherent “punishment” in any given election, in other words, the disadvantage for 

two-term incumbent-party candidates appears more to represent the absence of the electoral 

advantage enjoyed by one-term incumbent-party candidates vis-à-vis their opponents.14  

 
14 As in the test of H1, the SA provides analyses of how these effects vary by party and attentiveness. 
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EXPLORING PREDICTORS OF INCUMBENCY-BASED VOTING IN U.S. ELECTIONS 
 

Given the experimental findings, this final section leverages panel data to explore the types of 

voters who might be especially inclined to re-elect a one-term incumbent-party presidential 

candidate, or vote against a two-term incumbent-party candidate, based upon these candidates’ 

incumbency status. The Voter Study Group (VSG) panel features thousands of respondents across 

multiple waves ranging from 2011 to 2020 (the 2011 wave asked about vote choice in 2008).  This 

permits the identification of respondents who voted for the one-term incumbent-party candidate 

on two separate occasions (Obama in 2012 and Trump in 2020), or against the two-term 
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incumbent-party candidate on two separate occasions (Obama in 2008 and Trump in 2016).15 Thus, 

a key feature of the present data is that voting based upon incumbency status requires voting for 

different parties.   

Standard political and socio-demographic variables, all measured in the baseline year (2011), 

are included as predictor variables and are recoded to range from 0 to 1 (see SA for additional 

details). Logistic regression is used to predict voting for one-term incumbents, as well as against 

two-term incumbents (0=no, 1=yes).16 Only respondents who voted in all four elections are 

included in the analysis (n=2,527).17  

The correlation between voting for one-term incumbent-party candidates and against two-term 

incumbent-party candidates is positive but modest (.45, p<.001), indicating that some—though 

certainly not all—voters may be influenced by both types of incumbency effects in real-world 

elections. 

The main results of this analysis are displayed in Figure 5, with the estimated effect of each 

predictor represented on the x-axis (reference categories are represented by the points on the 

vertical zero line).   

Regarding political variables, Republicans are approximately two percentage-points less likely 

than Independents to vote for one-term incumbent-party candidates. In the right panel, we observe 

that both Republicans and Democrats are far less likely than Independents (over seven percentage 

 

 
15 Hereafter the study will refer to “one-term incumbents” and “two-term incumbents” for ease of 
exposition. 
16 Approximately 3.2% and 5.6% of respondents fall into these two categories, respectively. 
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points) to vote against two-term incumbent-party candidates. Greater political interest predicts a 

several percentage-point decrease in likelihood of voting for one-term, and against two-term, 

incumbent-party candidates. We also observe that greater education predicts a nearly 5 percentage-

point lower likelihood of voting for one-term, and against two-term, incumbent-party candidates.  

These findings, while exploratory in nature, are quite consistent with existing literature (e.g., see 

Lewis-Beck et al. 2008):  those who do not affiliate with a party, and/or might lack the interest or 

cognitive resources to deeply engage with election information, should indeed be most inclined to 
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rely upon a simple heuristic—i.e., the incumbency status of a candidate—to make a decision on 

Election Day. Lastly, the consistently negative effects for Black Americans (relative to White 

Americans), as well as the strong (over 6 percentage-point) effect of age on voting for two-term 

incumbent-party candidates, are also noteworthy, further suggesting that the tendency to vote 

based upon incumbency status across U.S. elections has a systematic, predictable component. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The key contribution of the present study is experimental evidence for the notion that a one-

term advantage (1TA) for presidential incumbents is, at least in part, inherent. That is, the 1TA 

may arise from the mere fact of incumbency itself, irrespective of other factors that might result 

from incumbency—e.g., name recognition, perceived responsibility for national economic and/or 

policy conditions, and campaign advantages, though these factors may, too, exert their own unique 

effects. The study also offers evidence for a potential individual-level mechanism: widespread, 

bipartisan endorsement of a norm that one-term presidential incumbents should be re-elected to a 

second term.   

A second contribution is that the two-term disadvantage (2TD) can perhaps be better 

understood as the absence of a one-term advantage rather than as citizens possessing a principled 

desire to change party control of the presidency every eight years. To the extent that elections in 

which one party has occupied the presidency for two (or more) terms—e.g., Gore in 2000 and 

Clinton in 2016—continue to remain extremely close, this would serve as additional evidence 

against the notion that, after eight years, voters instinctively feel it is “time for change”.  That said, 

it is possible that some campaigns may be able to effectively persuade voters along these lines. 

While a party that has served two terms may not be inherently disadvantaged against the 

opposing party, it is possible for this disadvantage to manifest via downstream effects of the party’s 
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eight years in the presidency (e.g., stronger challengers or a relatively more conservative/liberal 

mass public). This may help explain why, in contrast to the experiment results, we nevertheless do 

observe some evidence for a (albeit slight) 2TD in election results since 1952 (per Table 1) and, 

per the cost of ruling literature (Nannestad and Paldam 2002), evidence that incumbent-parties that 

have held three or more terms have averaged less than 50% of the two-party vote share (per Figure 

1). 

Of course, there exists a multitude of candidate-oriented and contextual factors involved in any 

presidential election, and candidates’ incumbency status represents only one such factor.  However, 

in an age of high partisan polarization, elections are likely to remain close contests. Thus, 

identifying factors that can alter outcomes by even a couple of percentage points, and why, assists 

us in better determining which candidates will go on to occupy the U.S. presidency. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX A: 

ETHICAL STATEMENT & DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR LUCID SAMPLE 
 

The present study obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from the researcher’s 

University prior to fielding the study. The survey lasted approximately 10 minutes and concluded 

by thanking and debriefing respondents about the general purpose of the study. Respondents 

participated voluntarily and were compensated for their participation in an ethical manner, and in 

a way consistent with existing research practice (e.g., see Berinsky, Huber and Lenz 2012). 

Researchers paid $1.50 per respondent for participation in the study (approximately 125% of the 

U.S. federal minimum wage (equal to $7.25 at the time of the study)).  

Competing Interests:  The author declares none. 

Table A1 provides descriptive statistics for respondents in the Lucid sample.  As a reference, the 

table also includes national benchmarks from recent US Census data. 
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TABLE A1. Descriptive Statistics, Lucid Sample 

 

 
Lucid  Study 

(N=3,351) 
National 

Benchmarks 
Median HH Income  $45k-49k $67k 
Median Age  45 38.1 
Female 51.66% 51% 
White 71.47% 76.3% 
Black 9.73% 13.4% 
Hispanic 11.97% 18.5% 
Democrat 43.48% 42% 
Independent 21.19% 11% 
Republican 35.33% 47% 
Liberal 27.01% -- 
Moderate 43.48% -- 
Conservative 29.51% -- 
Northeast 20.14% 20% 
South 37.15% 34% 
Midwest 18.59% 20% 
West 24.11% 26% 

Notes: The Lucid sample was selected to mirror U.S. Census data on Age (18-24; 25-34; 35-44; 
45-54; 55-64; 65+), Race (White; Black; Hispanic; Asian; Other), Gender, and Geographic Region 
(West; Midwest; Northeast; South).   Household Income, Age, Gender, and Race/Ethnicity national 
benchmarks are from most recent US Census data available.  Party identification benchmarks are 
from Gallup (2021 data). Regional benchmarks are from Lucid’s targets based upon Census data. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX B: 

SURVEY EXPERIMENT OUTCOME MEASURES                                                                   
& CORRELATES OF NORM ENDORSEMENT 

 
 
 
Survey Measures 
 
Party Identification  
 
Generally speaking, do you consider yourself to be a(n): 

o Strong Democrat  (1)  

o Democrat  (2)  

o Independent, but Leaning Democratic  (3)  

o Independent  (4)  

o Independent, but Leaning Republican  (5)  

o Republican  (6)  

o Strong Republican  (7)  
 
 
 
 
Incumbency Norms  
 
The U.S. Constitution allows presidents to serve up to two (4-year) terms in office. Please rate 
your level of agreement with the following general statement, being sure to disregard any 
considerations relevant to the current U.S. president: 
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Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel that presidents should be re-elected 
so that they can serve a second term in office.   

o Strongly Disagree  (1)  

o Disagree  (2)  

o Slightly Disagree  (3)  

o Slightly Agree  (4)  

o Agree  (5)  

o Strongly Agree  (6)  
  
 
 
Now please rate your level of agreement with the following general statement, being sure to 
disregard any considerations relevant to the current U.S. president: 
  
Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel that once a political party has had 
control of the presidency for two full (4-year) terms, the other party should get a chance at 
being president.  
   

o Strongly Disagree  (1)  

o Disagree  (2)  

o Slightly Disagree  (3)  

o Slightly Agree  (4)  

o Agree  (5)  

o Strongly Agree  (6)  
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Outcome Measure 
 
Had you been a voter during the time of this election, how do you think you would have voted? 

o I would have voted for the Democratic candidate  (1)  

o I would have voted for the Republican candidate  (2)  

o I would have voted, but not for either the Democratic candidate nor Republican candidate  
(3)  

o I would have abstained (not voted at all)  (4)  
 
FIGURE B1.  Correlates Of Norm Endorsement 

 
Notes:  Outcomes are coded as agreement (1) vs disagreement (0) with each norm (see survey questions 
above). Point estimates indicate change in probability of endorsing the norm of re-electing presidents who 
have only served one term (left), and changing parties after a party has held office for two terms (right)  
with covariates at observed values. 90% (vertical caps) and 95% confidence intervals shown. Base 
categories appear on the vertical 0 lines. Continuous variables are recoded to range from 0 to 1. Models = 
logistic regression with 1,622 respondents each.  Overall the models suggest that age and race are associated 
with endorsement of each norm, while other variables exhibit smaller (non-significant) estimated effects. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX C: 

SURVEY EXPERIMENT REGRESSION MODEL OUTPUT & INVESTIGATING THE 
POSSIBILITY OF PRIMING 

 
 
Table C1 provides the regression output underlying Figures 2 and 3 in the manuscript. 
 
TABLE C1. Regression Output (Lucid Experiment) 
 
    
 Democratic 

Candidate 
Republican 
Candidate 

2T vs. 1T 
Candidate 

    
One-Term Incumbent     0.26**  0.19* -- 
 (0.11) (0.11) -- 
Two-Term Incumbent 0.12 -0.02  -0.18* 
 (0.11) (0.11) (0.08) 
    
    
Constant      -0.28***      -0.44***  -0.14* 
 (0.08) (0.08) (0.05) 
    
Observations 2,014 2,010 2,678 
    

Notes:  These are the results underlying manuscript Figures 2 and 3.  The control condition is the excluded 
category for the first two models; one-term incumbency is the excluded category for the third model. 
Logistic regression model coefficients shown with standard errors in parentheses.  *** p<0.001, ** 
p<0.01, * p<0.05, ^ p<0.10 (one-tailed hypothesis tests). 
 
As noted in the manuscript, a subset of respondents was asked (pre-treatment) about their 

normative beliefs regarding incumbency in presidential elections.  Specifically, 100% of control 

group respondents were asked these items, while only 50% of respondents in the treatment groups 

(i.e., a one-term or two-term incumbent-party candidate) were randomly selected to answer these 

items.  Importantly, a series of demographic and unrelated questions were asked after the measures 

involving norms and before the experiment.  This approach, along with asking only a subset of 

respondents about their normative beliefs, were deliberately taken to minimize the risk of priming 

respondents in a way that might augment effect sizes.   

 

Nevertheless, the possibility of a priming effect is something that can be investigated empirically. 

As such, Figure C1 shows the effect of changing from a one-term party-incumbent candidate to a 
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FIGURE C1.  Investigating the Possibility of Priming for 2T vs. 1T Contrast 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and a 
whether pre-treatment norm questions were asked.  95% CIs shown. N=2,678. 
 

 
two-term party incumbent candidate (see y-axis).1  The x-axis separates this effect by whether a 

respondent was or was not asked the normative belief questions pre-treatment.  As reported in the 

manuscript, this effect is negative.  However, for our purposes here, what Figure C1 reveals is that 

the estimated negative effect is very similar regardless of whether a respondent was asked the pre-

treatment normative belief question or not (the effect among those not asked (asked) rounds to 5 

(4) percentage points; the interaction term between treatment and being asked was also non-

significant (p=.72)). Thus, there is no evidence here that a priming effect might explain the results 

reported in the paper (indeed, the slightly smaller effect among those “Asked” is opposite what we 

would expect had priming occurred. 

 
1 Because all control group respondents were asked about their normative beliefs, this analysis cannot be 
performed using a treatment vs. control contrast. However, the 2T vs. 1T contrast is a strong effect that 
should still exhibit a priming effect if indeed there was one. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX D: 

TREATMENT EFFECTS BY RESPONDENTS’ PARTY IDENTIFICATION                         
& NORMATIVE BELIEFS 

 
 
Does Party Moderate Treatment Effects? 

As the Lucid experiment features partisan candidates, it is reasonable that we might observe 

noticeably stronger or weaker treatment effects depending upon the party identification of the 

respondent.  As such, the results featured in manuscript Figures 2 and 3 were re-analyzed via 

allowing the treatment to interact with respondents’ party identification (Democrat, Independent, 

or Republican (leaners were coded as partisans)).   

 

The results for the Democratic candidate are featured in Figure D1, which plots the estimated 

treatment effect of 1) the 1-term (1T) vs. Control contrast, and 2) the 2-term (2T) vs. Control 

contrast, for each partisan group.  First, echoing the results shown in the manuscript, it is clear that 

the 2T vs. Control contrast (see red point estimates) exhibits noticeably weaker effects compared 

to the 1T vs. Control contrast (see blue point estimates).  Second, treatment estimates tend to be 

smallest for Democratic respondents, likely because these respondents were inclined to vote for 

the Democratic candidate regardless of incumbency status.  Third, it is notable that while the 

largest estimate is for Independents (i.e., those who might be most inclined to vote based upon 

incumbency status), we nevertheless observe a sizable 1T effect among Republican respondents. 
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FIGURE D1.  Treatment Effects on pr(Voting for Democratic Candidate) by Party 
 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and a 
trichotomous measure of party identification (leaners coded as partisans).  95% CIs shown. N=1,344. 
 
 
The results for the Republican candidate are featured in Figure D2.   First, we again observe that 

the 2T vs. Control contrast (see red point estimates) tends to exhibit weaker effects compared to 

the 1T vs. Control contrast (see blue point estimates).  Second, mirroring the previous graph, the 

weakest results tend to be for Republican respondents (again, likely because these respondents 

were inclined to vote for the Republican candidate irrespective of the treatment).  Third, we again 

see that the largest estimate is for Independents and that a sizable 1T effect exists among 

Democratic respondents. 
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FIGURE D2.  Treatment Effects on pr(Voting for Republican Candidate) by Party 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and a 
trichotomous measure of party identification (leaners coded as partisans).  95% CIs shown. Lucid data. 
N=1,335.  
 
 
 
Lastly, Figure D3 reports, for each partisan group, the effect of the 2T vs. 1T contrast on the 

probability of voting for the incumbent.   Here we observe remarkably similar results across 

partisan categories.  Compared to one-term incumbents, candidates whose party has occupied the 

presidency for the two previous terms receive between 4 and 5 percentage-points less in terms of 

vote share, regardless of the party of the respondent. 
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FIGURE D3.  Effect of 2T vs. 1T on pr(Voting for Incumbent-Party Candidate) by Party 
 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and a 
trichotomous measure of party identification (leaners coded as partisans).  95% CIs shown. Lucid data. 
N=2,678.  
 
 
How Much do Treatment Effects Vary by Pre-Treatment Normative Beliefs? 

Given the pre-registered analyses, as well as the pre-treatment measure of respondents’ normative 

beliefs regarding incumbency, we can explore the extent to which the effects observed in the 

experiment vary based respondents’ normative beliefs.  Logistic models were run—one for the 

Democratic candidate and one for the Republican candidate—which specified an interaction 

between treatment assignment (1-term party incumbent versus Control) and the 1T normative 

belief measure.  In Figure D4, we observe that the effect of changing from the Control condition 

to a 1-term party incumbent (see y-axis) does not vary a great deal depending on respondents’ pre-

treatment normative beliefs about 1-term incumbents.  Regardless of whether the one-term party  

 

-.15

-.1

-.05

0

.05

E
ff

ec
ts

 o
n 

Pr
(V

ot
eI

nc
um

be
nt

)

Democrats Independents Republicans

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2023-g3p9m-v2 Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2023-g3p9m-v2


 13 

 
FIGURE D4.  Moderating Effects of 1-Term Advantage Norm on 1T vs. Control Contrast 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and the 
norm involving whether one-term incumbents should be re-elected. The latter is coded to range from 0 to 1 
for interpretive ease, with higher values indicating greater agreement that one-term party candidates 
should be given a second term.  95% CIs shown.  N=657 and 658 for the Democratic and Republican 
candidate models, respectively. 
 

incumbent was a Democrat or Republican, the slopes are quite flat.  Both interactions terms are 

non-significant (p=.90 for the Democrat and p=.98 for the Republican) and the total estimated 

change in probability of voting for the candidate is small (about -1.4 percentage-points for the 

Democratic candidate and 0.6 percentage points for the Republican candidate).  As such, this 

indicates that effects were reasonably similar across levels of normative beliefs. 

 
Next, logistic models were run—again, one for the Democratic candidate and one for the 

Republican candidate—which specified an interaction between treatment assignment (2-term 

party incumbent versus Control) and the 2T normative belief measure.  The results are presented  
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FIGURE D5.  Moderating Effects of 2-Term Disadvantage Norm on 2T vs. Control 
Contrast 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and the 
norm involving whether other party should be elected after one party has held office for two terms. The 
latter is coded to range from 0 to 1 for interpretive ease, with higher values indicating greater agreement 
that other party should be elected after incumbent party candidate has served two terms. N=676 and 665 
for the Democratic and Republican candidate models, respectively. 
 

in Figure D5.  First, for the Democratic candidate, the slope is again quite flat, exhibiting a 

negligible estimated increase in effect size (about a half of a percentage point) from low agreement  

with the 2T norm to high agreement (the interaction term p-value = .97).  For the Republican 

candidate, however, the estimated change in effect size across the x-axis is far more substantial 

(approximately 14 percentage points).  This is consistent with the notion of a two-term 

disadvantage: after a party’s candidate has served two terms in office (versus the number of terms 

not being specified), their party performs poorest among those who believe that the presidency 

should change party hands once one party has served two terms.  That said, the confidence interval 

for each point estimate overlaps with zero (the interaction term itself is also non-significant at 

conventional levels (p=.22)).  
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FIGURE D6.  Moderating Effects of 2-Term Disadvantage Norm on 2T vs. 1T Contrast 
 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and the 
norm involving whether other party should be elected after one party has held office for two terms. The 
latter is coded to range from 0 to 1 for interpretive ease, with higher values indicating greater agreement 
that other party should be elected after incumbent party candidate has served two terms. 95% CIs shown.  
N=1,344. 
 

Finally, we can examine whether the effect of going from a one-term to a two-term incumbent 

party candidate on vote choice varies depending on the norm regarding two-term candidates (i.e., 

that the other party should have a chance to take office after one party has already served two 

terms).  Logistic regression model results are shown in Figure D6 (these results average over the 

party of the incumbent).  We observe that a normative belief that the presidency should change 

party hands after two terms tends to result in a more negative effect of going from a one-term party 

candidate to a two-term party candidate. In other words, respondents who strongly endorse this 

belief were even less likely to vote for the candidate whose party had already served two terms.  

At maximum belief in this norm, the effect is approximately an 8.6 percentage-point decrease in 
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the probability of voting for the incumbent party candidate.  That said, the 95% confidence 

intervals again always overlap with 0, and the interaction term itself is non-significant (p=.27). 

 

The overall results, therefore, suggest that the treatments operated fairly similarly regardless of 

pre-treatment normative attitudes toward incumbency. Although some substantively meaningful 

differences are observable in Figures D5 and D6, other effects seem quite homogeneous. In 

addition, statistically, there is too much uncertainty in the models to confidently reject the null 

hypothesis of homogeneous effects.   

 

Why are the effects not more heterogeneous depending upon normative beliefs?  Two points are 

worth highlighting.  First, because the moderator (i.e., the normative belief) was not randomized, 

it may be correlated with other omitted factors that are also associated with the outcome.  To the 

extent this is the case, some degree of statistical bias could be obscuring true heterogeneous effects.  

Second, and more importantly, it is worth stressing that since the manipulation (i.e., number of 

presidential terms) was isolated, little else could be driving the main effects reported in the 

manuscript beyond normative beliefs about incumbency in presidential elections. In other words, 

the narrowness of the manipulation allows for greater confidence that normative beliefs are the 

key mechanism.  Thus, while the lack of a strong interaction here suggests that the effect was 

similar regardless of ostensible, general beliefs about incumbency, in the real world, wherein 

numerous additional types of information are present (party cues, economic indicators, candidate 

quality, etc.), such normative beliefs may play a much larger, more easily detectable role in 

determining presidential vote choice. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX E: 

FACTUAL MANIPULATION CHECK RESULTS 
 
 
To measure respondent inattentiveness, and confirm attentiveness to the manipulation itself, a 

factual manipulation check (FMC) was asked after the outcome measure (see Kane and Barabas 

2019).  Overall, 71.29% of the sample answered the FMC (shown below) correctly.  While this 

constitutes a clear majority, it is nevertheless indicative of a substantial amount of inattentiveness 

to the experiment. 

 

To confirm that the manipulation was attended to, a chi-squared test was performed.  This test 

examined whether responses to the FMC significantly covaried with treatment assignment.  As 

shown in Table E1, this is clearly the case:  within each experimental condition, between 65% and 

80% of respondents answered the FMC in a way that indicates they were significantly attentive to 

the key manipulated details of the experiment (p<.001). 

 

Factual Manipulation Check 

 
Which of the following statements accurately reflects the scenario you just read about? 
 

o There was no mention of whether either candidate had been president before  (1)  

o The Democratic candidate was the incumbent president  (2)  

o The Republican candidate was the incumbent president  (3)  

o The Democratic Party had held the presidency for the previous 8 years (two terms)  (4)  

o The Republican Party had held the presidency for the previous 8 years (two terms)  (5)  
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TABLE E1.  Responses to FMC Significantly Covary with Treatment Assignment 
 
Response to FMC Experimental Condition 
  Control 1TD 1TR 2TD 2TR Total 
Control 80.53 13.41 12.39 16.57 13.78 27.39 
1Term Democrat (1TD) 5.35 70.64 7.10 7.61 4.30 19.01 
1Term Republican (1TR) 4.16 7.00 72.81 3.88 7.11 18.83 

2 Term Democrat (2TD) 5.35 6.26 4.08 67.31 9.63 18.53 
2 Term Republican (2TR) 4.61 2.68 3.63 4.63 65.19 16.23 

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
Notes:  Column percentages are shown.  The share answering correctly in each condition appears in 
bold text. Pearson Chi2 = 5659.59. p<.001.  Lucid data. Total n=3,351. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX F: 

ESTIMATING TREATMENT EFFECTS ACROSS LEVELS OF ATTENTIVENESS 
 
 
Given the possibility of substantial respondent inattentiveness, respondents were shown—at the 

start of the survey and prior to the experiment—a mock vignette (shown below) as well as several 

mock vignette checks (MVCs) afterward (see Kane, Velez and Barabas 2023).  The first MVC was 

used to exclude respondents from continuing the survey.  The following two MVCs (shown below) 

were used to construct an additive scale, with higher scores indicating higher respondent 

attentiveness.   

 

Per the findings of Kane et al. (2023), the attentiveness scale was interacted with the treatment 

condition to examine whether treatment effects were stronger among those who (likely) paid 

greater attention to the experimental vignette and outcome measures.  Figure F1, which reexamines 

the results of Figure 2 in the manuscript, demonstrates this to be the case:  those who were attentive 

show noticeably larger effects, with those who were least attentive (i.e., answered the two MVCs 

above incorrectly) showing near-zero effects.   Specifically, the results from the manuscript’s left 

panel of Figure 2 are re-estimated to be 12.7 and 9.1 percentage points for the Democratic and 

Republican candidates, respectively (p<.05 in both cases). The treatment effect in the right panel 

of Figure 2 is re-estimated to be 7.1 percentage points (p<.05).    

 

Figure F2 includes the analyses featured in Figure 3 of the manuscript, with comparisons between 

2T candidates and the Control condition.  Though there is a tendency for the more attentive to 

exhibit slightly more positive effects (see dotted lines), averaging across the Republican and 

Democratic candidates, these changes in estimated effects are relatively flat compared to the 

changes observed in Figure F1 and not statistically distinguishable from zero.  

 
Mock Vignette  
 
A Passage from a Recent Magazine Article: 
More than 125 scientific societies and journal publishers are urgently warning lawmakers not to 
move forward with a rumored policy that would make all research supported by federal funding 
immediately free to the public. In three separate letters, they argue such a move would be costly, 
could bankrupt many scientific societies that rely on income from journal subscriptions, and would 
harm the scientific enterprise. Lawmakers won’t comment on whether they are considering a 
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policy that would change publishing rules, and society officials say they have learned no details. 
But if the rumor is accurate, the order would represent a major change from current U.S. policy, 
which allows publishers to withhold federally-funded research from the general public for up to 1 
year. 
 
 
Mock Vignette Checks 
 
Regarding the rumored change in policy that was discussed, the magazine excerpt indicated that: 

o Lawmakers won’t comment on whether they are considering it  (1)  

o Legal scholars stated the change in policy would be challenged in courts  (2)  

o Journal publishers have already begun preparing for the change in policy  (3)  

o Scientific researchers are divided in terms of their support for the policy  (4)  

o All of the above  (5)  

o None of the above  (6)  
 
 
According to the magazine excerpt you just read, current policy allows federally-funded research 
to be withheld from the general public for up to: 

o 1 month  (1)  

o 6 months  (2)  

o 1 year  (3)  

o 3 years  (4)  

o 5 years  (5)  

o None of the above  (6)  
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FIGURE F1.  Larger Effects Among the More Attentive (see MS Figure 2) 
 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and the 
additive attentiveness scale. Vertical axis displays effect of a specific treatment (see title of each panel) on 
predicted probability of voting for a particular incumbent-party candidate (Democratic or Republican).   
95% CIs shown. Lucid data. Total n=3,351. 
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FIGURE F2.  No Evidence of a Two-Term Disadvantage Across Levels of Attentiveness 
 

 
Notes:  Models are logistic regression with an interaction specified between treatment assignment and the 
additive attentiveness scale. Vertical axis displays effect of two-term treatment (vs. Control) on predicted 
probability of voting for a particular incumbent-party candidate (Democratic or Republican).  95% CIs 
shown. Lucid data. Total n=3,351. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL APPENDIX G: 

SURVEY ITEMS & REGRESSION MODEL OUTPUT (VSG DATA) 
 

The manuscript features analyses using Voter Study Group panel data. The dataset is the 

“September-November 2020 Voter Full Data Set”, which features survey data on the same set of 

respondents between 2011 (the baseline year) and 2020 (respondents in 2011 were asked about 

their vote choice in 2008).  The data are available at:  https://www.voterstudygroup.org/data.  Table 

G1 describes each variable used in the analysis, as well as its corresponding survey item in the 

VSG data set and details regarding any recoding of the original variable. All continuous variables 

were recoded to range between 0 and 1 for the analyses featured in the manuscript.  Table G2 

features the regression output underlying Figure 4 in the manuscript. 

 
 
TABLE G1.  VSG Survey Items and Coding Details 
 

Description Survey Item Coding Details 
   
Vote choice in 2008 presvote08_2011 Coded as voting for Obama (1) or not (0).  Non-voters excluded. 
Vote choice in 2012 presvote_2012 Coded as voting for Obama (1) or not (0).  Non-voters excluded. 
Vote choice in 2016 presvote_2016 Coded as voting for Trump (1) or not (0).  Non-voters excluded. 
Vote choice in 2020 presvote_2020Nov Coded as voting for Trump (1) or not (0).  Non-voters excluded. 
Respondent’s party 
(baseline year) 

pid7_2011 Leaners coded as partisans.  “Not sure” coded as independents.  
“Skipped” and “Not asked” excluded. 

Political interest 
(baseline year) 

polinterest_2011 Reverse coded (so that higher values indicate greater interest).  
“Not sure” “Skipped” and “Not asked” excluded. 

Gender (baseline 
year) 

gender_2011 Males coded as 0, females coded as 1.  “Skipped” and “Not 
asked” excluded. 

Racial identification 
(baseline year) 

race_2011 Because they constituted less than a combined 5% of the total 
sample, Asians, Native Americans, “Mixed”, “Other” and 
Middle Eastern were coded as “Other”.  “Skipped” and “Not 
Asked” excluded. 

Age (baseline year) birthyr_2011 Subtracted birth year from 2011.  “Skipped” and “Not asked” 
excluded.  

Family income 
(baseline year) 

faminc_2011 The value of 31 (“150,000 or more”) was changed to 12 to 
create a continuous variable. “Prefer not to say”, “Skipped” and 
“Not asked” excluded. 

Highest level of 
education completed 

educ_2011 “Skipped” and “Not asked” excluded. 
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TABLE G2.  Regression Output Underlying Manuscript Figure 4 
 

 Vote for 1-Term 
Incumbents 

Vote Against 2-Term 
Incumbents 

   
Democrat 0.01    -0.97*** 
 (0.32) (0.22) 
Republican  -1.02**    -1.32*** 
 (0.38) (0.24) 
Political Interest -0.84* -0.63* 
 (0.35) (0.30) 
Female 0.56* -0.08 
 (0.25) (0.19) 
Black -1.11^ -1.03* 
 (0.60) (0.52) 
Hispanic 0.37 0.26 
 (0.44) (0.36) 
Other Race 0.14 -0.30 
 (0.45) (0.41) 
Age  -0.81 1.23* 
 (0.70) (0.58) 
Family Income  -0.41 -0.31 
 (0.46) (0.36) 
Educational Attainment    -1.56**  -0.87* 
 (0.48) (0.36) 
   
Constant   -1.43**    -1.36** 
 (0.55) (0.44) 
   
Observations 2,527 2,527 

Notes:  These are the results underlying manuscript Figure 4.  The dependent variables are as follows:  
“Vote For 1-Term Incumbents” = voting for Obama in 2012 and Trump in 2020; “Vote Against 2-Term 
Incumbents” = voting for Obama in 2008 and for Trump in 2016. Logistic regression model coefficients 
shown with standard errors in parentheses.  *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ^ p<0.10 (two-tailed 
hypothesis tests). 
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APPENDIX H: 

OSF PRE-REGISTRATION STUDY INFORMATION 
 

Study Information 
Hypotheses 

H1: A one-term incumbent presidential candidate will attract more votes than a non-incumbent 
candidate. H2: A presidential candidate whose party has held the presidency for two terms will 
attract fewer votes than a candidate whose party has not held the presidency for the previous 
two terms. 

Design Plan 
Study type 

Experiment - A researcher randomly assigns treatments to study subjects, this includes field or lab 
experiments. This is also known as an intervention experiment and includes randomized controlled trials. 
Blinding 

• For studies that involve human subjects, they will not know the treatment group to which 
they have been assigned. 

Is there any additional blinding in this study? 

No response 
Study design 

Experiment involves exposure to one of five conditions featuring experimental vignettes. The 
vignettes purport to feature details about a presidential election from the past, but no 
candidates are named. What is manipulated between conditions is how many terms a 
particular candidate (Democrat or Republican) has been elected (no terms in office, one term in 
office, or whose party has held the presidency for the previous two terms). Respondents are 
then asked which candidate they would vote for (options include abstention). 

No files selected 
Randomization 

Randomization occurs within the survey programming. All randomization is at the individual-
level. 

Sampling Plan 
Existing Data 

Registration prior to creation of data 
Explanation of existing data 

No response 
Data collection procedures 

Adult U.S. population, nationally representative on age, race/ethnicity and geographic region. 
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No files selected 
Sample size 

Approximately 3,333. 
Sample size rationale 

Arbitrary constraint (maximum size available given existing funds). 
Stopping rule 

No response 

Variables 
Manipulated variables 

Manipulated variables are the incumbency status of each candidate (as well as the party of the 
candidate). 

No files selected 
Measured variables 

Predictors: gender Do you identify as: o Woman (1) o Man (2) o Transgender (3) o Non-binary / 
non-conforming (4) pid7 Generally speaking, do you consider yourself to be a(n): o Strong 
Democrat (1) o Democrat (2) o Independent, but Leaning Democratic (3) o Independent (4) o 
Independent, but Leaning Republican (5) o Republican (6) o Strong Republican (7) ideo Thinking 
about politics these days, how would you describe your own political viewpoint? o Very Liberal 
(1) o Liberal (2) o Moderate (3) o Conservative (4) o Very Conservative (5) o Not Sure (6) religion 
What is your religious identification? o Jewish (1) o Christian-Protestant (2) o Christian-Catholic 
(3) o Other Christian Denomination (4) o Muslims (5) o Agnostic / Atheist (6) o Hindu (7) o 
Buddhism (8) o Other Non-Christian Denomination (9) race Would you describe yourself as: o 
Non-Hispanic White (1) o Non-Hispanic Black (2) o Hispanic (3) o Asian (4) o American Indian / 
Alaskan Native (5) o Other Race (6) Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel 
that presidents should be re-elected so that they can serve a second term in office. o Strongly 
Disagree (1) o Disagree (2) o Slightly Disagree (3) o Slightly Agree (4) o Agree (5) o Strongly Agree 
(6) Regardless of their political party, as a general rule, I feel that once a political party has had 
control of the presidency for two full (4-year) terms, the other party should get a chance at 
being president. o Strongly Disagree (1) o Disagree (2) o Slightly Disagree (3) o Slightly Agree (4) 
o Agree (5) o Strongly Agree (6) Outcome: Within each experimental condition, the outcome is 
measured using the following item: Had you been a voter during the time of this election, how 
do you think you would have voted? o I would have voted for the Democratic candidate (1) o I 
would have voted for the Republican candidate (2) o I would have voted, but not for either the 
Democratic candidate nor Republican candidate (3) o I would have abstained (not voted at all) 
(4) As the interest is in voting for the incumbent, this variable will be recoded to reflect selecting 
the incumbent (1) vs. not the incumbent (0). 

No files selected 
Indices 

N/A 

No files selected 
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Analysis Plan 
Statistical models 

Regression analyses will be performed to test main hypotheses, conduct robustness and 
exploratory analyses. The first set of analyses will compare, for each partisan group, the effect 
of each treatment (1-term and 2-term) condition against the control condition in predicting a 
vote for the incumbent. A second set of analyses will combine partisans together to compare 
voting for the incumbent in the a) 1-term condition, vs. the b) 2-term condition. Robustness 
tests will test whether pre-treatment attitudes about 1-term incumbents and 2-term 
incumbents (measured for a random 50% of the sample) significantly moderate the effect of 
each treatment on the choice to vote for the incumbent. Exploratory analyses will examine 
demographic and political predictors of the pre-treatment incumbency attitudinal measures. I 
will also investigate the possibility of attenuated effects due to inattentiveness. This will be done 
by interacting the treatment with a pre-treatment measure of inattentiveness.  

No files selected 
Transformations 

No response 
Inference criteria 

Given the one-tailed hypotheses, one-tailed p-values will be reported. p<=.05 will be the cutoff 
for statistical significance; p<=.10 will be treated as marginally statistically significant. 
Data exclusion 

No data will be excluded. However, pre-treatment "Mock Vignette Checks" will be used to gauge 
inattentiveness.  
Missing data 

Listwise deletion (though from previous experience, missing data is minimal). 
Exploratory analysis 

Exploratory analyses will examine: --demographic and political predictors of the pre-treatment 
incumbency attitudinal measures. --whether treatment effects are substantially stronger when 
interacting pre-treatment attitudes regarding incumbency with the treatment --whether effects 
substantially change when interacting a pretreatment measure of attentiveness with the 
treatment  

Other 
Other 

No response 
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APPENDIX I: 

VOTE SHARES SINCE 1868 & THE COST OF RULING 
 

This section supplements the analyses presented in the manuscript using all presidential 

elections in the post-Civil War era (1868-2020).  Beyond providing more data points to analyze, 

the pre-1952 period features, relative to the post-1952 period, many more instances of parties 

occupying the presidency for three or more terms. 

Using publicly available data from The American Presidency Project2, I coded each election 

since 1868 as whether the election featured a candidate whose party had (at the time of the election) 

been occupying the presidency for one term, two terms, three terms, etc.  In total, 16 elections 

featured a candidate whose party had served one term, 12 elections featured a candidate whose 

party had served two consecutive terms, and 11 elections featured a candidate whose party had 

served three or more consecutive terms.3 I then calculated the two-party (Democratic and 

Republican) vote share for each candidate.  Figure I1 below displays the two-party vote share of 

each candidate in each election.  (Note that, because it is the two-party vote share, the vote share 

(s) for one party is equal to 1-s for the opposing party, in each election.  In other words, the parties’ 

respective vote shares will be symmetrical around the vertical .5 line.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 The data are publicly available at the following link:  https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/statistics/elections 
3 Of these 11 elections, 5 elections had a candidate whose party served three consecutive terms, 3 elections 
had a candidate whose party served four consecutive terms, 2 elections had a candidate whose party served 
five consecutive terms, and 1 election (1884) featured candidate whose party had served six consecutive 
terms. 
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FIGURE I1.  Two-Party Vote Share in Post-Civil War Presidential Elections 

 
Note:  Data are from The American Presidency Project. 

 

“Cost of Ruling” in the U.S. 

The results featured above and in Figure 1 of the manuscript are consistent with the wealth of 

evidence that finds a cost of ruling effect in democracies around the world (Nannestad and Paldam 

2002; Wlezien 2017).  That is, the longer that a party holds office for consecutive terms, the worse 

it tends to do in terms of vote share.  Figure I2 certainly suggests that this phenomenon is occurring 

in the U.S., which is consistent with Wlezien (2017).  Nevertheless, there are several points worth 

noting. 

First, as reported in the manuscript, incumbent-party candidates do not tend to do any worse, 

in terms of two-party vote share, in their first reelection attempt compared to when they were first 
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elected.  For example, in Wilson’s (1916), FDR’s (1936), Eisenhower’s (1956), Reagan’s (1984), 

Clinton’s (1996), and Bush’s (2004) reelection, the incumbent’s two-party vote share was higher 

than it was in the initial election. Overall, in only 31% of applicable cases do we observe a decrease 

in two-party vote share between the initial election and first reelection attempt.  This adds some 

nuance to the “cost of ruling” effect in the US, perhaps suggesting that a one-term incumbent-party 

advantage (1TA) safeguards a party’s electoral chances after one term (e.g., because of a normative 

belief in the public that presidents should, ceteris paribus, be afforded two terms).  After that, 

however, “cost of ruling” begins to take effect, resulting in a steady decline in vote share as parties 

occupy the presidency for two, three, four, etc. full terms.   

Second, a methodological complication worth noting is that the final value in a party’s number 

of consecutive terms must be a losing election (i.e., <50% of vote share); otherwise it would not 

have been the party’s last consecutive term.  Thus, at least to some extent, the vote share for 

candidates whose party has served an unusually large number of consecutive terms (e.g., five 

terms) will likely tend to be lower than 50%.   

A third point worth stressing is that the two-term vote share, particularly in the post-1952 

period, is not well below 50%.  As noted in the manuscript, while the vote share is below what 

one-term incumbent-party candidates receive, it is not evidence of the absolute disadvantage 

(against the opposing candidate) implied by the notion that voters—on average—become 

disillusioned with a party after eight years, nor that the party has pushed policies too far from the 

median voter (e.g., see Nannestad and Paldam 2002). Thus, while such elections may represent a 

decline in vote share for the ruling party compared to the preceding two elections (per the cost of 

ruling effect), such elections are nevertheless, in expectation, virtually equivalent to a coin flip. 

To summarize, the poorer performance of candidates whose party has served two terms 

(relative to one) and three or more terms (relative to one or two) is indeed consistent with the “cost 

of ruling” effect.  Yet, the (on average) improvement in vote share of one-term candidates 

(compared to their initial election), and roughly even chances of winning after two terms, 

potentially hint at a slightly weaker cost of ruling effect in the U.S. relative to elsewhere in the 

world.  Aside from the existence of a normative belief that presidents should serve two terms 

(which can help explain the 1TA over opponents, and the increase in vote share from the preceding 

election), what other factors might constrain the “cost of ruling” in the U.S.?  
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Though this question is beyond the scope of the present study, there are several reasons future 

research might consider.  First, given the high levels of group-based sorting into the two parties 

(e.g., Kane, Mason, and Wronski 2021), and high levels of inter-party animosity and partisan 

polarization (Druckman and Levendusky 2019; Mason 2018), this likely serves to limit the extent 

to which much of the public can be persuaded vote for the opposing party. For example, disparate 

issue-based groups in the U.S. may find it relatively more difficult to form viable coalitions against 

the party-in-power. That is, groups alienated by the party-in-power may be less likely to find 

support among groups that normally support the opposition party. Thus, with a public highly 

polarized along partisan lines, it may be more difficult for the president to lose votes to the 

opposing party which, in effect, could limit the magnitude of the cost of ruling effect.   

Compounding this possibility, the high levels of polarization likely place a limit on the vote 

share that can possibly be won in the first term.  This lower ceiling in terms of potential vote share 

would naturally mean that the decrease in vote share over successive terms will tend to be smaller 

(because it already begins at a lower level). 

Along similar lines, a relatively stable economy in the U.S. (compared to other democracies) 

should also lead to a weaker cost of ruling effect:  more economic volatility should increase the 

likelihood that voters will want to change the party in power. Hence, less volatility should weaken 

this impulse and assist parties with remaining in power longer (see Nannestad and Paldam 2002). 

Finally, the existence of term limits (per the 22nd Amendment) may affect how much of a cost 

of ruling effect can be expected within the U.S.  Though a president may perform poorly over eight 

years, and/or steer policy far away from that of the median voter’s preferences, the party then 

introduces a new candidate. Thus, while much of the public may grow jaded with the sitting 

president (per the cost of ruling effect) over the course of eight years, they are not asked to vote 

for this president again. They are asked to vote for a new candidate.  Of course, whether voters 

blame the party’s new candidate for the party’s sitting president’s actions is by no means certain, 

though this is undoubtedly a campaigning strategy that can be employed by the opposition party. 
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