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TABLE 4-1  �  Seats in Congress Gained or Lost by the President’s 
Party in Presidential Election Years, 1932–2012

Seats gained or lost

Year	 President	 House	 Senate

1932	 Franklin D. Roosevelt (D)	 +90	 +9
1936	 Roosevelt (D)	 +12	 +7
1940	 Roosevelt (D)	 +7	 –3
1944	 Roosevelt (D)	 +24	 –2
1948	 Harry S. Truman (D)	 +75	 +9
1952	 Dwight D. Eisenhower (R)	 +22	 +1
1956	 Eisenhower (R)	 –2	 –1
1960	 John F. Kennedy (D)	 –22	 +2
1964	 Lyndon B. Johnson (D)	 +37	 +1
1968	 Richard M. Nixon (R)	 +5	 +6
1972	 Nixon (R)	 +12	 –2
1976	 Jimmy Carter (D)	 +1	 0
1980	 Ronald Reagan (R)	 +34	 +12
1984	 Reagan (R)	 +14	 –2
1988	 George H. W. Bush (R)	 –2	 0
1992	 Bill Clinton (D)	 –10	 0
1996	 Clinton (D)	 –9	 –2
2000	 George W. Bush (R)	 –3	 –4
2004	 Bush (R)	 +3	 +4
2008	 Barack Obama (D)	 +21	 +8
2012	 Obama (D)	 +8	 +2
Average 			    
  seats gained  
  (21 elections)		  +15.1	 +2.1

Source:  Compiled by the authors.

A second theory argues that midterm elections serve in part as a 
referendum on the president’s popularity and performance in office during the 
previous two years.91 Voters may hold the president’s party responsible for 
economic reverses, unpopular policies, or military ventures. The 2010 midterm 
elections were seen as a referendum on President Obama’s first two years: 
although Obama wasn’t on the ballot, his Democratic legislators were, and they 
bore the brunt of voter dissatisfaction.

A third theory emphasizes voters’ preferences for “balance.” By favoring 
the out-party at midterm, voters can pull policy back toward the ideological 
center.92 Voter behavior may not be driven so much by dissatisfaction with the 


