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Abstract: This paper investigates public evaluations of past presidents. Since voters generally lack
much historical knowledge, such evaluations are not useful indicators of the performance and
effectiveness of presidents across history, unlike the greatness evaluations of experts, like historians
and presidency scholars. Still, presidents may be concerned about how future generations of voters
will think about them. These anticipations may then affect presidential behavior in office. This study
uses a Rasmussen poll in 2007 that asked voters their assessment of all the past presidents, from
George Washington through to George W. Bush. Results find that voters look upon past presidents
more favorably as a larger number of voters have opinions about the president, presidents of
the founding generation are looked upon more favorably, and the ratings of experts affect voters’
assessments of past presidents. The conclusion discusses the implications of the results and offers
suggestions for future research.
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1. Introduction

Ranking presidents from great to failure has evolved from a parlor game, initiated by Arthur
Schlesinger, Sr. in 1948, to a scholarly pursuit today (Schlesinger 1948, 1962). Since those earliest
greatness polls, presidential rankings have been periodically updated to include the most recent
president and have been refined, for instance, by using numerical scores rather than ranks, and rating
presidents on specified dimensions, like congressional relations, public relations, and/or moral
authority, instead of only using the “great” to “failure” global assessments (e.g., C-SPAN 2000, 2009;
Faber and Faber 1997; Felzenberg 2008; Lindgren and Calabresi 2000; Maranell 1970; Murray
and Blessing 1994; Ridings and McIver 1997; Rottinghaus and Vaughn 2015; Schlesinger 1997;
Sienna College Research Institute 2010).

Moreover, there is now a voluminous literature analyzing the greatness assessments of experts
(Balz 2010; Bose and Landis 2003; Curry and Morris 2010; Deluga 1998; Kenney and Rice 1988;
Maranell 1970; Maranell and Dodder 1970; McCann 1992, 1995, 2005; Newman and Davis 2016;
Nice 1984; Nichols 2012; Simon and Uscinski 2012; Simonton 1987, 1991, 1992, 1993, 2001, 2002, 2006,
2008; Uscinski and Simon 2011). One rationale for the analysis of rankings is their consistency over
time—presidents that are rated highly in one survey tend to be rated highly in the others. The same
can be said of those rated in the middle and bottom ranks. Aggregating across raters cancels out
the idiosyncratic assessments of individual raters, thus justifying analysis of these greatness surveys.
This consistency has led Dean Keith Simonton, perhaps the most prominent scholar of presidential
greatness polls, to argue that there is “an almost objective consensus” of these subjective evaluations
(Simonton 2013, p. 328). Moreover, analyses of the greatness polls have been successful, at least in a
statistical sense—routinely studies report R2s from the 80% range or higher.

In contrast to the large literature analyzing experts’ greatness ratings, there is much less research
on the ratings of nonexperts, such as voters. One reason for the paucity of such research is that there is
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relatively little data. But, another reason may be skepticism about the meaningfulness of nonexpert,
voter ratings of presidents. The public is notorious for its lack of information and interest in politics and
public affairs (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1997); the same can be said about its knowledge of American
and presidential history.

Yet, if the public’s rankings of presidents over the nation’s history might not be in themselves
meaningful indicators of the performance, effectiveness, leadership, and/or greatness of presidents,
it does not mean that the historical reputation of presidents in the mass public are meaningless.
For instance, great store has been put into the contemporaneous public assessment of presidents,
the important literature on presidential approval.

The public’s historical understanding of presidents is important for several reasons. First,
as Panagopoulos argues, “speculation about how presidential actions will be viewed by future
generations weighs heavily on the minds of chief executives”, (Panagopoulos 2012, p. 719). In making
decisions, presidents consider the potential impact on their reputation. Second, by analyzing the
public’s historical assessments, we learn something about how the public learns about American
politics and history and whether or not the public employs the same or different criteria than the
experts in assessing past presidents (Thies 2014). To these ends, this paper analyzes a little-known
survey of the mass public by the Rasmussen poll in 2007.1

The next section reviews the sparse research on mass public assessments of presidents historically,
followed by a theory to explain those historical assessments. Then the paper presents and discusses
the data from the 2007 Rasmussen poll, followed by the analysis. Results indicate that expert ratings
have a strong influence on the public’s assessments of presidents, that the public tends to view the
earliest presidents most positively, and the public also views the more recognizable presidents more
positively. The conclusion discusses the implications of the findings for understanding the presidency
in the mass public and offers directions for future research.

2. Research on the Nonexpert Ratings of Presidents

There are only five papers that investigate the public’s assessments of presidents from an historical
perspective. King (1999) is the first to investigate voters’ assessments of past presidencies. He uses
Gallup polls from 1990 and 1993, which asked voters whether they approved or disapproved of
past presidents from Harry Truman through Ronald Reagan. Despite the small n’s, he finds that the
economy during the past president’s term and whether there was an unpopular war significantly
affected these retrospective evaluations (p. 170). He also found a strong correlation between historians’
greatness ratings and voters’ retrospective approval (p. 172), albeit with two major differences:
the public seem to more highly regard Kennedy than the experts but gave Lyndon Johnson weaker
ratings when compared to the experts.

Panagopoulos (2012) builds on King’s work in several ways. First, he updates to include Gallup
polls through 2010, and pools them into a common data set, for an effective n of 69. The greater
n allows him to perform a more extensive multivariate analysis, and he finds that mean approval
while in office, final approval while in office, approval of the current incumbent, and years out of office
all positively affect retrospective approval, but that deceased presidents are less well regarded than
living ex-presidents.

Two studies leverage the 1999 Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network (C-SPAN) presidential greatness
poll, in which C-SPAN viewers were allowed to respond to the same survey on all presidents as experts on
the office (Cohen 2003; Endersby and Towle 2003). Among the important innovations of the C-SPAN poll
was to ask about presidential performance in ten categories, instead of just asking raters for their global

1 This is to my knowledge, the only such poll of the mass public on all presidents for which data can be located publicly.
Thies (2014, footnote 21) reports on similar polls by Zogby International, but the links are no longer active. The Rasmussen
poll results available on Wikipedia, which I accessed on 11 February 2017, at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_
rankings_of_presidents_of_the_United_States.
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evaluation. Still, C-SPAN’s viewers probably differ markedly from average voters: they are likely much
more interested, knowledgeable, and informed about politics and history in general, and the presidency in
particular. Despite the differences in theoretical models, Cohen and Endersby-Towle find great similarity
between the nonexpert and expert evaluations of the presidents. Cohen, for instance, finds that the core
six Simonton variables (years in office, wartime presidency, scandal, assassination, being a war hero and
intellectual brilliance) affect both the experts and nonexperts’ historical views of presidents. Endersby
and Towle find that the experts’ ratings have a positive and strong impact on nonexpert ratings.2

Finally, in a recent paper, Thies (2014) imaginatively compared the greatness rankings by experts
with those of the mass public. Thies’s analysis of the evaluations of the mass public, rather than just the
informed public, such as C-SPAN viewers, is important and instructive. His basic finding is that ordinary
people judge past presidents often quite differently from the experts. Where the mass public rewards a
president for presiding over a good war and punishes for a scandal, for the experts, both good and bad
wars improve presidential reputations, as does economic performance, while scandal hurts.

But there are several limitations of his analysis. First, he employs a paired down empirical
model, which consists of two economic variables, a war variable and a scandal variable, but does not
include numerous other variables found to be important predictors of presidential greatness, such
as intellectual brilliance, war hero status, and years in office. Second, his analysis of expert ratings
includes all past presidents, but for his mass public analysis he splits distant past presidents (20 years
prior to the survey date) from more recent ones, although in his expert analysis he includes variables
for how long the president has been out of office at the time of the expert survey. Third, the experts
and mass public are administered very different questions. While the experts are asked to assess
presidents on a greatness scale, the mass public in the Rasmussen poll was asked if they had a favorable,
unfavorable, or don’t know impression of each past president, leading to the question of whether these
scaling/question wording differences may account for the discrepancies in the evaluation standards of
experts and the mass public. Finally, Thies did not make use of the fact that large numbers of voters
had no opinion about a large number of presidents.

Thies’s study raises a number of questions. First, are the presidential assessment of the mass
public meaningful? Does it make much sense to analyze the public’s historical rankings of presidents
when most know so little about all, but a small number of mostly recent presidents. Second, Endersby
and Towle present a theory that argues that experts are opinion leaders, and that the mass public,
by and large, adopts the evaluations of experts, not so much by paying attention directly to the experts,
but by the way that expert evaluations of presidents pervades political discourse and popular culture.
Endersby and Towle, however, only test their model on the informed public, who we would expect
to be more attuned to the expert ratings, either directly or indirectly, than average voters, who pay
much less attention to these matters. Thies finds large differences in the evaluation criteria of experts
and the mass public counters the Endersby-Towle theory. Thus, there are some notable differences
and controversies in this literature, despite its small size. The next section offers a theoretical model to
account for voters’ historical evaluations of presidents.

3. A Theory of Voters Historical Assessments of Ex-Presidents

Implicit in much of the research on presidential greatness is that these rankings and scores are
meaningful reflections on actual presidential performance and effectiveness. For instance, Simonton
(Simonton 2001, p. 294) states that, “there is a strong prima facie case that these greatness assessments
reveal how U.S. presidents varied in their effectiveness as the nation’s highest political leader”.
But, voters’ historical evaluations should not be treated similarly, and are better viewed only as

2 They also analyze a broader set of C-SPAN viewers who only rated, in a short instrument, their top 10 and bottom five presidents,
but as they point out, there are issues with the resulting data, which only classifies presidents into three categories, those
receiving the most top ten votes, a bottom category of those with the most bottom 5 votes, and a middle category of the rest.



Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 36 4 of 14

opinions, with voters being sometimes informed about ex-presidents, but, perhaps more commonly,
not much informed about them. Thus, we ask the questions, what factors account for voters’ historical
assessments of presidents? What are the properties of such voter opinions?

Second, although non-attitudes might characterize a lot of the “opinions” of voters about a lot
of presidents, the data used here are aggregate, not individual, level. In fact, we do not possess
individual level voters’ opinions. But these aggregate opinions are probably more meaningful than
individual level opinion on past presidents. One of the properties of aggregation of opinion is that
noise (e.g., non-attitudes) is canceled out, providing us with a clearer signal about the public’s opinion
(Page and Shapiro 1992; Erikson et al. 2002).

Third, given that voters, on average, are relatively disinterested and uninformed about American
politics, history (Naseem 2015), and much of what presidents’ currently do and previously did, how do
voters form opinions about the presidents in historical comparison? Voters learn of the presidency
primarily from two sources—schools when they are young (Niemi and Junn 2005) and the news
media as adults. (Bartels 1993; Jerit et al. 2006; Prior 2005). Both of the sources present voters with
essentially the same portrait and types of information about presidents, which emphasizes the handful
of presidents conventionally recognized as “great”.

American schools teach about the presidency from the “heroic” perspective, the textbook presidency
approach.3 That perspective emphasizes presidents as individuals, rather than as leaders embedded
in a constitutional and institutional setting. Presidential achievement results from the efforts of
individual presidents, rather than the workings of the political system. Thus, a handful of presidents
receive inordinate coverage and attention, while most may not even be mentioned (Connolly 2007).
But presidents at the bottom of the list, the failures, may also not receive much attention. Doing so would
undermine the heroic interpretation of the office and its occupants, exposing potential weaknesses of the
system, for instance, that voters sometimes select “bad” presidents and/or that the political system does
not always work as advertised or promised. To a degree, experts’ renderings of presidential greatness
determines how and which presidents are discussed in civics and history textbooks.

Furthermore, textbooks idealize the founders, collectively portraying them as upstanding geniuses
that were prescient about the ability of the constitutional system that they designed to deal with the
future political problems of the nation. Thus, school children are likely to know the names of many of the
founders who became president, as well as something about them, for instance, the honesty and heroism
of George Washington, that James Madison wrote much of the Constitution, that Thomas Jefferson wrote
the Declaration of Independence and purchased the Louisiana territory, that James Monroe gave us a
foreign policy approach (the Monroe doctrine) that lasted for over a century, and that during Andrew
Jackson’s time the franchise expanded, but Native Americans suffered. As a result of civics and presidency
education in American high schools, students will possess limited knowledge and understanding of the
political system, how it operates, and its political history (Feinberg and Doppen 2010).

The news media, the second major source of information for voters about presidents, generally
reiterates the textbook presidency model. Again, news reporting personalizes the presidency, emphasizing
the traits of individuals in office and the heroic conceptions of the president’s role in the political system.
Voters, consequently, develop heightened expectations of the potential of presidential leadership, with little
knowledge or regard for the constitutional and political constraints on presidents (Simon 2009; Waterman
et al. 2014). As institutions focused on presenting information on current events to viewers and readers,
the news media presents little information or content on historical presidencies. When it does, it is
draws parallels and comparisons between the behaviors and activities of current incumbents with
earlier presidents. For instance, when Barack Obama appeared to back away from his post-partisanship
approach in dealing with Congress for a more partisan strategy, commentators remarked on Harry

3 The term “the textbook presidency” was first coined by Cronin (1974). Also see (Adler 2005; Alsfeld 1995; Hoekstra 1982;
Roberts and Butler 2012; Sanchez 1996a, 1996b; Zernicke 1993).
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Truman’s re-election bid in 1948 as a template for Obama’s shift in strategy.4 One occasion when the news
media discusses ex-presidents is when the latest presidential greatness poll is released. These stories tend
to be topline focused, mentioning those who head the list, but usually little more, unless it is buried deep
into the story. Rarely, do these news reports present the complete list from these greatness tallies.5

Furthermore, voters are likely to be more critical of recent ex-presidents than those who severed
some time ago. Orientations of recently termed presidents will be colored strongly by voters’ political
predispositions; the image of recent ex-presidents will still be mired in the political and policy
controversies that animate current politics. As time goes on, the positions of ex-presidents on issues
begins to fade from public memory and their presidencies are re-evaluated, which is usually to the
upside. Moreover, as the details of the ex-president’s tenure begin to fade, the more temporally distant
ex-presidents begin to look better than sitting or recent incumbents, for whom voters may more easily
recall what they disliked about them.

Thus, from these two sources of information on ex-presidents, students and voters may learn
the names of the great presidents, something about important accomplishments and/or dramatic
events during their tenures (including major scandals), as well as something about the personal
attributes of presidents. The above discussion leads to several hypotheses about public evaluations of
ex-presidents historically:

H1. In evaluating ex-presidents, the percentage of “Don’t Knows” will be inversely related to the president’s ranking”.

H2. In evaluating ex-presidents, earlier presidents will receive higher rating from voters than more recent presidents.

H3. In evaluating ex-presidents, the ratings of experts will be positively associated with voters’ assessments.

4. Data

The data on mass public evaluations of historical presidents comes from a 2007 Rasmussen poll.
As noted above, that poll asked voters whether they had a favorable or unfavorable impression of each
of the presidents who served since George Washington, allowing respondents a “Don’t Know” option
(see above, and (Thies 2014)). Table 1 presents these data.

Table 1. Mass Public Favorability to Past Presidents.

Name Favorable Unfavorable Favorability Rate Don’t Know C-SPAN Expert Rating 2009

Washington 94 2 98 4 854
J. Adams 74 9 89 17 545
Jefferson 89 4 96 7 698
Madison 73 8 90 19 535
Monroe 49 10 83 41 605

J. Q. Adams 59 7 89 34 542
Jackson 69 14 83 17 606

Van Buren 23 19 55 58 435
Tyler 9 15 38 76 372

W.H. Harrison 21 16 57 63 324

4 “Obama as Truman: “Give em hell, Barry?” CNN.com, accessed 15 March 2017, at www.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/09/09/
obama.truman/.

5 “New Ranking of U.S. Presidents puts Lincoln at No. 1, Obama at 18.” Washington Post, accessed on 15 March 2017,
at https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/02/16/new-ranking-of-u-s-presidents-puts-lincoln-
1-obama-18-kennedy-judged-most-over-rated/?utm_term=.5d0ba4ca0f4a.

www.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/09/09/obama.truman/
www.cnn.com/2011/POLITICS/09/09/obama.truman/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/02/16/new-ranking-of-u-s-presidents-puts-lincoln-1-obama-18-kennedy-judged-most-over-rated/?utm_term=.5d0ba4ca0f4a
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2015/02/16/new-ranking-of-u-s-presidents-puts-lincoln-1-obama-18-kennedy-judged-most-over-rated/?utm_term=.5d0ba4ca0f4a


Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 36 6 of 14

Table 1. Cont.

Name Favorable Unfavorable Favorability Rate Don’t Know C-SPAN Expert Rating 2009

Taylor 26 18 59 56 443
Polk 27 21 56 52 606

Fillmore 17 25 42 58 351
Pierce 17 25 42 58 287

Buchanan 28 32 47 40 227
Lincoln 92 4 96 4 902

A. Johnson 45 26 63 29 258
Grant 58 24 70 18 490
Hayes 38 19 67 43 409

Garfield 42 16 72 42 445
Arthur 43 17 72 40 420

Cleveland 40 26 61 34 523
B. Harrison 30 35 46 35 442
McKinley 42 24 75 34 599

T. Roosevelt 84 8 91 8 781
Taft 57 15 79 28 485

Wilson 56 19 75 25 683
Harding 29 33 47 38 327
Coolidge 38 31 55 31 469
Hoover 48 34 59 18 389

F. Roosevelt 81 12 87 7 837
Truman 70 14 83 16 708

Eisenhower 72 15 83 13 689
Kennedy 80 13 86 7 701

L. Johnson 45 42 52 13 641
Nixon 32 60 35 8 450
Ford 62 26 70 12 509

Carter 57 34 63 9 474
Reagan 72 22 77 6 671

G. H. W. Bush 57 41 58 2 542
Clinton 55 41 57 4 605

G. W. Bush 41 59 41 0 362

Source: 2007 Rasmussen Poll, and C-SPAN. See text for details.

On Table 1, Favorability Rate, the dependent variable that was used in this analysis,
is defined as the percentage favorable divided by the percentage favorable and unfavorable
{(favorable%)/(favorable% + unfavorable%)}. A score of 50 indicates that the same percentage of voters
think positively and negatively about a president. Several presidents have scores below 50, indicating more
who think negatively than positively about a president. Richard Nixon has the lowest score at 35, followed
by Tyler at 38, G. W. Bush at 41, Filmore and Pierce at 42, Buchanan and Harding at 47, for the presidents
with scores below 50. All of these presidents tend to rank at the bottom by experts. Yet, the percentage of
voters’ “Don’t Know” responses varies considerably, with small “Don’t Know” responses for Nixon and
Bush, but large “Don’t Know” percentages for the others. Furthermore, several presidents usually ranked
poorly by experts possess relatively positively voters’ evaluations, in particular Grant and Hoover.

Several presidents have very high favorability ratings of 90% or greater. Washington tops the list
at 98, with Jefferson and Lincoln at 96, Theodore Roosevelt at 91, and Madison at 90. All also tend to
be ranked quite highly by experts. Notably, however, Franklin Roosevelt, usually ranked third by the
experts, just below Washington and Lincoln, has a voter score of 87, while strong, is quite low when
compared to other presidents that experts highly rank. Thus, from this initial look, there are some
discrepancies between the way that voters and experts rank presidents.

The percentage “Don’t Know”, necessary to test Hypothesis 1, varies from very low, most common
for recent and historically notable presidents (e.g., Washington, Lincoln) to as high as 76% (Tyler).
Generally, the rate of “Don’t Know” responses increases after the founding generation has left office
(e.g., Van Buren) through Coolidge, although the “Don’t Know” rate is quite high for two founders,
Monroe (41) and John Quincy Adams (34). Across all presidents, the average “Don’t Know” rate is
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26.8%, with a standard deviation of 19.9%. Finally, to measure experts’ ratings of presidents, necessary
to test Hypothesis 3, I use the 2009 C-SPAN global rating, which is also presented on Table 1.6

5. Analysis

Table 2, Model 1, presents the results of regressing the favorability rate on three variables: the 2009
C-SPAN expert scores, the “Don’t Know” %, and the year the president entered office. The statistical
analysis uses linear multiple regression. The fit for the three-variable estimation is impressive with an R2

of 0.73, all three of the variables are statistically significant at the 0.05 level, and point in the correct direction.

Table 2. Impact of Expert Ratings, Percentage of “Don’t Knows” and Year in Office on Mass Public
Favorability towards Presidents.

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

C-SPAN 2009 Score 0.06 *** 0.06 *** 0.06 ***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

“Don’t Know” % −0.38 *** −0.37 *** −0.14
(0.12) (0.011) (0.15)

First Year in Office −0.15 *** −0.12 *** −0.30 *
(0.03) (0.03) (0.13)

Real GDP Growth −0.72 −0.85
(0.46) (0.46)

Unpopular War −13.19 ** −13.66 **
(4.34) −4.41

Party Era 2 −7.82
(6.81)

Party Era 3 6.37
(9.63)

Party Era 4 15.74
(14.96)

Party Era 5 30.59
(21.46)

Party Era 6 29.50
(25.86)

Constant 338.50 *** 280.17 *** 600.56 *
(63.69) (58.81) (243.76)

N 42 40 40

R2 0.73 0.81 0.85

Adj. R2 0.70 0.78 0.80

F 33.41 28.75 16.82

RMSE 9.803 8.60 8.16

RSS 3652 2514 1933

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Turning to the individual coefficients, the historical ratings of the experts strongly influence mass
public favorability of the presidents. As experts more highly regard the presidents, so does the mass

6 The C-SPAN 2009 poll asked experts their historical president evaluations. The original C-SPAN data can be found at
C-SPAN. 2009. “Survey of Presidential Leadership.” http://legacy.c-span.org/PresidentialSurvey/Overall-Ranking.aspx,
which is no longer available. I retrieved the C-SPAN data using the Wayback Machine on 2 February 2017.

http://legacy.c-span.org/PresidentialSurvey/Overall-Ranking.aspx
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public. The expert ratings range from 0–1000, with a mean of 529 and a standard deviation of 163.
A one standard deviation increase in the experts’ rating produces a 9.7% rise in the favorability rate.
Consider the implications for an average-rated president by the mass public (67.4). Based on this
simulation, the average president’s rate score becomes 77.1, which would move the president’s ranking
from about 21st (Hayes) to about 14th (Reagan). Thus, while a standard deviation effect of experts
does not move the rankings of presidents from the middle of the pack to the top, this simulation
demonstrates the strong pull of expert ratings on public assessments of the presidents.

The percentage “Don’t Knows” also has a pronounced effect on the public assessments of past
presidents, with regression coefficients of −0.38. On average across all presidents, about 26.7% of
respondents’ answer “Don’t Know” with a standard deviation of 19.9. Recall, there is a positivity bias
in public perceptions of presidents historically—voters know more about the highly regarded than the
middle or bottom ranked presidents. With this in mind, and assuming that decreases in “Don’t Know”
percentages does not also indicate greater information or discrimination by voters about the presidents,
a one-standard deviation decrease in the percentage of “Don’t Know” responses would lead to about
a 7.5 favorability rate increase. This translates into the average president having a 74.9 rate score,
in other words, moving the average president from the 21st to the 16th rank for the rate score, which is
about the same as Woodrow Wilson.

Third, voters have more positive regard for earlier than more recent past presidents. According
to the regression coefficients, each additional year earlier that a president served in office leads to a
0.15 improvement in a president’s rate score. For example, if George Washington had assumed office in
1989 instead of 1789, his favorability rate score would fall from 98 to 68, leading him to rank about 24th,
alongside Jimmy Carter. Although a dramatic example, it illustrates the effect of being one of the
presidents of the founding generation compared to being in office more recently.

Model 2 on Table 2 adds the two variables that King (1999) found important in his study of
voters retrospective evaluations of presidents, economic performance, and whether there was an
unpopular war during the president’s term in office. King justifies using these variables because they
have been important in analyses of presidential approval ratings (p. 168). The Gallup data that he uses,
for presidents from Truman through George H. W. Bush, also uses the job approval rating question for
the retrospective evaluations of these presidents. The primary issue in using economic performance
and unpopular war for the longer series of presidents used here is that voters may not know about
either economic performance or the popularity of wars long into the past.

To measure economic performance, I use Curry and Morris (2010) measure, which compares real
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita at the beginning with the end of the president’s term in
office.7 This differs from King (1999), who used the Misery Index, the addition of the unemployment
and inflation rates, but unemployment rate data are not available prior to the late 1920s. Following
King, I classify the Korean and Vietnam wars as unpopular, with three presidents in office and
associated with those wars, Truman, Lyndon Johnson, and Nixon. To these wars, I add the Second
Iraq and the Mexican-American wars, adding two more presidents to the list of those in office during
unpopular wars, George W. Bush and James K. Polk. The unpopular war variable, like in King (1999)
is measured as a dummy variable, 1 = unpopular war president, 0 = otherwise.

Results of this analysis find, similarly to King, that unpopular wars lower a president’s favorability
rating, by slightly over 13 percentage points. In contrast, GDP growth not only fails to reach statistical
significance, it also points in the wrong direction, with a negative sign, although the hypothesis
predicts a positive sign. Finally, the addition of the economic and war variables does not affect the
statistical performance of the three variables discussed above, the experts’ rating, the percentage of
“Don’t Know” responses, and when the president served in office.

7 There is no economic data for William Henry Harrison and James A. Garfield due to their very short terms in office. Thus,
the n for analysis drops from 42 to 40.
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Finally, there is the possibility that the effect of time in office on these retrospective evaluations
may be non-linear, rather than linear as the measured using the first year in office variable. For
instance, the gap in knowledge about presidents may be small in the years after the founders’
generation, but may widen when we get to presidents in the mid-twentieth century. In other words,
there may be a similar gap in voter knowledge about presidents Fillmore, Pierce, and Buchanan.
But, there may a difference in the gap of voter knowledge about Coolidge and Hoover when compared
to Eisenhower and Kennedy. To test this idea, I created six dummy variables that correspond to
different party systems: (1) Washington-J. Q. Adams; (2) Jackson-Buchanan; (3) Lincoln-McKinley;
(4) T. Roosevelt-Hoover; (5) FDR-Carter; and, (6) Reagan-Bush. This categorization of party eras comes
from LeMay (LeMay 2017). Then I added the dummies for the party eras two through six into the
equation from Table 2, Model 2. Results are presented on Table 2, Model 3.

It is difficult to interpret the individual regression coefficients for first year in office, the “Don’t Know”
percentage, and the party system dummies, since they are highly correlated, leading to multicollinearity.
There is a suggestion that the inclusion of the party era dummies might increase model fit as the R2 rises
from 0.82 (Model 2) to 0.85 (Model 3). However, neither the Akaike AIC nor the Schwarz’s Bayesian
(BIC) information criteria suggest that the addition of the party system dummies improves estimation
performance, as the AIC and BIC statistics are smaller for the estimation from Model 2 than Model 3.8

6. Analysis of Residuals

Finally, we can assess the overall performance of our model by inspecting the residuals for the two
estimations to see if there are any patterns that would lead to inclusion of other factors hypothesized
to affect public assessments of the presidents. Table 3 lists the residuals from largest positive to largest
negative for the two estimations. The positive residuals indicate that the model under-predicts the
presidents’ favorability scores, that is, predicts lower scores than received from voters, with the
negative residuals indicating over-predicting, that is, higher scores than received from the public.

Table 3. Residuals Based on Estimation from Model 2, Table 2.

Harry S. Truman 17.8
William Howard Taft 15.8
John Quincy Adams 13.0
Rutherford B. Hayes 12.9

Chester Arthur 11.0
Gerald Ford 9.3

John F. Kennedy 9.1
James Madison 7.4

Andrew Johnson 7.2
Dwight D. Eisenhower 5.9

James Monroe 5.1
John Adams 4.8

Warren G. Harding 3.4
Ronald Reagan 3.0

Franklin Delano Roosevelt 1.8
Jimmy Carter 1.8

Zachary Taylor 0.7
George W. Bush 0.2
James K. Polk 0.2

Theodore Roosevelt −1.2
Ulysses S. Grant −1.3

8 The AIC and BIC statistics for Model 2 are 294.7371 and 304.8704, respectively, while the AIC and BIC statistics for Model 3 are
295.9858 and 314.5635.



Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 36 10 of 14

Table 3. Cont.

Andrew Jackson −1.3
James Buchanan −1.8
Woodrow Wilson −2.5
Thomas Jefferson −3.8
William McKinley −4.0
Calvin Coolidge −4.4

Martin Van Buren −4.5
Lyndon Baines Johnson −5.5

Millard Fillmore −6.0
Franklin Pierce −6.4

Abraham Lincoln −6.8
Grover Cleveland −7.6
Herbert Hoover −8.0

John Tyler −8.5
George H. W. Bush −9.1
George Washington −11.0

Bill Clinton −11.2
Richard Nixon −12.7

Benjamin Harrison −13.0

Using a cut-off of 10, Truman, Taft, J. Q. Adams, Hayes, and Arthur have large positive residuals,
while Washington, Clinton, Nixon, and B. Harrison have large negatives ones. Both of these sets of
presidents are heterogeneous. While all but Truman among this first set with large positives also have
a large percentage of “Don’t Know” responses, the same can be said of other presidents, as well as
Benjamin Harrison in the large negative residual set. Also, two of the presidents with large negative
residuals, Nixon and Clinton were plagued with major scandals during their tenures, there were major
scandals for the Harding and Grant administrations, which tarnished the reputation of those presidents.
Based on the visual inspection, there does not appear to be any discernible pattern in these residuals.9

7. Conclusions

This paper has investigated voter evaluations of ex-presidents. Although these voter evaluations
should not be taken as reliable and valid indicators of presidential performance and effectiveness
in office, because of the general lack of voter knowledge about the presidency and U. S. history,
these evaluations are important to study for other reasons. First, presidents who are concerned with
their historical legacy may modulate their behavior in office with an eye on how future generations of
voters will evaluate them. Second, if these voters’ evaluations are viewed as an opinion, it becomes
useful to understand the factors that affect how voters evaluate presidents across history.

Analysis of a 2007 Rasmussen poll, which asked a nationally representative sample of voters
whether they had a favorable or unfavorable opinion of all ex-presidents, from George Washington
through George W. Bush, found several factors that were systematically associated with those
evaluations. First, for many presidents, a large percentage of voters did not have an opinion. When they
had an opinion, however, it tended to be more favorable than unfavorable, in other words, knowledge
of the president breeds a favorable impression. This linkage between opinionation and favorability
reinforces the heroic, personal, and textbook image of the presidency that is so prevalent in school
textbooks and much news reporting on the office.

9 I also added several variables from Simonton’s core model, including whether there was a scandal during the president’s term,
whether the president was a war hero, the president’s intellectual brilliance score, whether the president was assassinated,
and two not from Simonton’s model, whether the president was a Democrat or a Republican. None of these additional
variables proved to be statistically significant, which makes sense, especially for the Simonton variables, which previous
research has found to be strong predictors of experts’ ratings of presidents. Finally, the Ramsey Omitted Variable test statistic
is also statistically insignificant: F (3, 31) = 2.33, p = 0.09.
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Second, voters viewed the presidents of the founding generation more favorably than later
presidents. This probably reflects both the way history is taught in schools, as well as the near “deification”
of the founders, portraying them as a generation of geniuses who could do no wrong. Such an attitude
may affect current politics, as voters respond to political communications that attempt to link certain
policies to an understanding of the founders’ intent. There should be more research on this question and
whether such messages in political discourse actually persuade voter positions on issues.

Third, results indicate that the greatness rankings of experts statistically influence voters’
assessments of past presidents. Do the experts’ rankings of presidents’ influence voters because
they view the experts as authoritative or is the pathway from expert rankings to voter assessments
more subtle and indirect, because textbooks and news reporting incorporates experts’ evaluations, at
least implicating, if not directly citing the experts? Or is it the case that both experts and voters are
responding to another factor unmeasured in this analysis. More research needs to be done on whether
experts have a causal impact on voter assessments of presidential greatness.

Finally, presidents who served when there was an unpopular war had lower retrospective voter
ratings than presidents in office without an unpopular war. As King (1999) points out, the conduct of
foreign policy, especially U. S. war involvement has major implications for public approval of sitting
presidents, as well as for voters’ historical evaluations of presidents in the post-World War Two era.
Findings here reinforce the importance of public support for war on evaluations of presidents across
the entire sweep of U. S. history. This study opens up news questions regarding the linkage between
war, and perhaps foreign policy more broadly, on voters’ assessments and expectations of presidents,
as well as the historical memory and appraisal of presidents.

This study, while uncovering some important properties of public evaluations of ex-presidents,
still leaves some questions unanswered. When considering the dearth of data, if would be useful to
have more polls like Rasmussen’s 2007 survey, perhaps with different types of evaluation questions.
Individual level data from such surveys would also useful for understanding how voter characteristics
affect their evaluation of presidents. Beyond their education and knowledge or presidents, does political
orientation affect how voters see past presidents? Thus, there are still outstanding questions about voters’
the historical understanding of presidents, calling for more research to address these questions.
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