
September 17, 2008 

Gallup Daily: Obama 47%, McCain 45% 
Obama gains an edge 

PRINCETON, NJ -- The Sept. 14-16 Gallup Poll Daily tracking update shows Barack Obama regaining a slight, 

although not statistically significant, edge over John McCain, 47% to 45%, among registered voters, marking the 

first time since the week of the Republican National Convention that McCain has not held at least a one percentage 

point margin over Obama. 

 

From a broad perspective, the race remains a statistical tie. But there has been a general drift towards Obama since 

McCain moved to a five-point lead over Obama through the weekend after the GOP convention. 

Today's report includes two days of interviewing conducted after reports of the collapse of Wall Street financial 

institutions and changes in the stock market began to dominate the news on Monday. Gallup Poll Daily tracking 

data show that in each of these individual days (Monday and Tuesday) consumer ratings of the U.S. economy have 

become more negative. Similarly, in each of these individual days' interviewing, Obama has led McCain in election 

tracking. There is thus a correlation between the bad financial news and Obama's gains, although the data do not 

allow us to conclude definitively that there is a causal connection between the two. Throughout the campaign, 

Obama has generally held an edge over McCain when voters are asked who could best handle the U.S. economy, 

although McCain gained on the economic dimension in polling conducted immediately after the GOP convention. 

(To view the complete trend since March 7, 2008, click here.) 

http://www.gallup.com/tag/Gallup%2bDaily.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/110452/Gallup-Daily-Consumer-Confidence-Begins-Slide.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/110452/Gallup-Daily-Consumer-Confidence-Begins-Slide.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/107674/Interactive-Graph-Follow-General-Election.aspx


 

It is also worth noting that Gallup tracking shows the percentage of Americans who report being happy without a 

lot of stress has now fallen to the lowest level measured this year. -- Frank Newport 

(Click here to see how the race currently breaks down by demographic subgroup.) 

Survey Methods 

For the Gallup Poll Daily tracking survey, Gallup is interviewing no fewer than 1,000 U.S. adults nationwide each 

day during 2008. 

The general-election results are based on combined data from Sept. 14-16, 2008. For results based on this sample 

of 2,787 registered voters, the maximum margin of sampling error is ±2 percentage points. 

Interviews are conducted with respondents on land-line telephones (for respondents with a land-line telephone) 

and cellular phones (for respondents who are cell-phone only). 

In addition to sampling error, question wording and practical difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error 

or bias into the findings of public opinion polls. 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/106915/Gallup-Daily-US-Mood.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/tag/Key%2bIndicators.aspx


September 17, 2008 

Shifts in Last Two Months of Election Not Uncommon 
Average change in “gap” since 1936 is 6.6 points 

by Frank Newport 

PRINCETON, NJ -- A question of keen interest to election observers is the following: To what degree do 

presidential elections change between the end of the political conventions and Election Day? 

There have been 18 presidential elections since Gallup's election polling began in 1936. In each instance, both 

parties' conventions had concluded by Labor Day, making it possible to look at the difference in the margin 

between the Gallup Poll that immediately followed Labor Day and the final popular-vote outcome. (In 2004, the 

Labor Day poll was conducted during the Labor Day weekend, just after the Republican National Convention had 

ended.) 





The gap change between Labor Day and Election Day over these 18 elections has ranged from 1 point (1940, 1960, 

1988, and 2004) to 20 points (1936). (The gap change represents a comparison of the difference in the candidates' 

vote percentages around Labor Day and the difference in their final Election Day popular-vote percentages.)  

Here is another way of looking at the distribution of gap changes between those two milestones over the 18 

elections between 1936 and 2004. 

 

The median in the distribution is 6 points -- that is, six is the number that best splits the distribution of gap 

changes in half (two elections showed a gap change of exactly 6 points).  

The mean (mathematical average) gap change is 6.6 points, driven a little higher than the median by the high 20-

point gap of the 1936 election. 

Based solely on history, that would put the predicted gap change for this year's election (comparing the post-Labor 

Day poll results with the actual popular-vote percentages on Election Day) in the 6- to 7-point range. 



Shrinking or Expanding Gap? 

In theory, a gap change, if it does occur, could be in either direction. The difference between the two major-party 

candidates could grow or decline by 6 points. 

The historical analysis suggests that the change is more frequently in the direction of closing a gap, rather than 

expanding it, between Labor Day and Election Day. In the 18 elections, the gap expanded in 6, while it shrank in 

12. 

Three of the elections in which the gap expanded involved Franklin D. Roosevelt. Beginning with the 1948 election, 

the Labor Day gap between the two major-party candidates shrank in all but 3 out of 14 elections. The three post-

World War II elections in which the gap expanded were 1956 (Dwight Eisenhower gained steam on Adlai 

Stevenson as the fall campaign progressed), 1984 (Ronald Reagan expanded his lead over Walter Mondale by 

Election Day), and 2004 (George W. Bush won over John Kerry by about 2.5 points, just slightly more than the 2-

point gap by which he led Kerry in the Labor Day poll). 

Thus, if there was a change in the gap in past years' elections, history showed the odds were higher that the leader's 

lead diminished than they were that the leader moved further ahead. 

Winning or Losing? 

It is of some interest to look at the relationship between the Gallup Poll numbers for the leader immediately after 

Labor Day and the winner on Election Day. 

Across the 18 elections between 1936 and 2004, a candidate who was behind in the post-Labor Day poll went on to 

win the popular vote on Election Day in only 3: 

• In 1980, Gallup's post-Labor Day poll had Jimmy Carter up by 4. Reagan won by 10. 

• In Gallup's 1960 post-Labor Day poll, Richard Nixon was up by 1. John F. Kennedy won by less than 1 

percentage point. 

• In 1948, Gallup's post-Labor Day poll had Thomas Dewey up by 8 points. Harry Truman won by 5. 

In other words, in these previous 18 elections, the candidate who was ahead just after Labor Day has more often 

than not gone on to win the election, regardless of changes in the margins over the last two months of the 

campaign. 

There were two other recent examples -- 2000 and 2004 -- in which the lead changed hands between Labor Day 

and Election Day, but the candidate who lost the lead regained it to win the popular vote. Both of these elections 

were close. Al Gore was ahead in Gallup polling conducted after Labor Day in 2000 and went on to win the popular 

vote (but of course lost the election after the Supreme Court's decision that put Florida's electoral votes in George 

W. Bush's column). In 2004, Bush was ahead in Gallup polling conducted after Labor Day and went on to win the 

popular vote, by about 2.5 points. 

2008? 

The results from the previous elections reviewed here were all based on Gallup's first poll conducted after Labor 

Day. In all of these instances, both political party conventions were completed before Labor Day, and in some 

instances, weeks before Labor Day. For example, the last of the two conventions in 2000 was completed on Aug. 

17, more than two weeks before Labor Day that year; in 1948, the last of the two conventions was completed in 

mid-July. 



Labor Day this year was Sept. 1, with the Democratic convention taking place immediately before then (Aug. 25-

28) and the Republican convention actually taking place on Labor Day and the three days that followed. Thus, it is 

obviously not appropriate to use Labor Day polling this year to compare to these historical examples. Gallup Poll 

Daily tracking in fact has shown much movement in the race in the days since Labor Day, with Obama having as 

much as an 8-point lead in a three-day period that included Labor Day, and McCain as much as a 5-point lead after 

his convention. As of Sept. 13-15, the race is at a statistical tie: McCain 47%, Obama 46%. 

The historical record reviewed here certifies that a change in the gap of up to 6 or 7 points would not be unusual 

between Labor Day and Election Day. This year, the data have already shown a change in the gap of 13 points from 

the high-water Obama gap to the high-water McCain gap since Labor Day. The unusual timing of the conventions, 

both of which fell close to Labor Day, makes it difficult to project probabilities of victory for one candidate or the 

other based on historical references to the calendar. More generally, it may be useful to refer back to Gallup's 

previous analysis showing that, historically, competitive campaigns in which one candidate did not pull to a clear 

post-conventions lead remained close (with the lead switching back and forth) right through to the election. 

 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/108676/July-Leader-Lost-Last-Competitive-US-Elections.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/108676/July-Leader-Lost-Last-Competitive-US-Elections.aspx
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