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approaches the popularity they had immediately after being elected the first time. The 
post-honeymoon drop in approval may occur because by then presidents have begun to 
try to fulfill the handsome promises on which they campaigned. Fulfilling promises 
requires political action, and as presidents exercise their head-of-government responsibil-
ities, they lose the head-of-state glow they bring with them from the election. Political 
change seldom favors everyone equally, and when someone wins, someone else usually 
loses. The cycle effect means that presidents need to present their programs early, while 
they enjoy popular support. Unfortunately, much opportunity available during the honey-
moon period can be squandered because of inexperience, as it was for Bill Clinton. George 
W. Bush avoided the pitfalls of the early Clinton administration by bringing an experi-
enced staff to the White House with him, but by summer 2001, there were definite signs 
that Bush’s honeymoon, too, was over. Only the surge in support for the president 
following the September 11 attacks allowed him to break the usual cycle effect in his first 
term. Similarly, President Obama chose as his first chief of staff veteran White House 
staffer (from the Clinton administration) and U.S. representative Rahm Emanuel, who 
helped him to accomplish an unusually ambitious legislative agenda in his first two years 
before going on to be elected mayor of Chicago.

The second important factor that consistently influences presidential approval is the 
state of the economy. At least since Franklin Roosevelt, the government has taken an active 

Figure 7.1  �Average Quarterly Presidential Approval Ratings,  
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Sources: Quarterly data for 1953–2000 provided by Robert S. Erikson; developed for Robert S. Erikson, James A. Stimson, and Michael B. MacKuen, The Macro 
Polity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); data for 2001–2014 calculated by authors from the Gallup® Politics, www.gallup.com/poll/125729/obama-
job-approval-weekly.aspx.

Note: Respondents were asked, “Do you approve or disapprove of the way [the current president] is handling his job as president?”


