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Life Before Polls: Ohio Politicians Predict the
1828 Presidential Vote

Samuel Kernell, University of California, San Diego

Candidates covet votes. They ex-
ert extraordinary effort and ex-
pend vast resources seeking to win
as many votes as possible. Yet, the
costly pursuit of votes occurs under
great uncertainty concerning both
the strategic correctness of their po-
sitions on issues and the efficiency of
their campaigns. Of course, prudent
candidates dedicate some resources
to learning how voters are respond-
ing to their appeals, generally by
commissioning polls of public opin-
ion.

Candidates’ early adoption of sci-
entific survey technology (Converse
1987) and the important role polls
play in modern campaigns invite the
question of how candidates ever got
on without them. Before polls, did
public opinion reside on a vast terra
incognita on which candidates staked
out issue positions oblivious to the
whereabouts of the median voter? If
so, campaigns must have been rid-
dled with mistakes and inefficiency.
John G. Greer (1991) made just this
argument in claiming that the ab-
sence of accurate information about
shifts in the electorate’s preferences
allowed political parties to be blind-
sided by what became realigning
elections.

The historical record offers few
clues as to the extent to which nine-
teenth-century candidates labored
under strategic ignorance. Yet, ac-
counts of politicos and pundits alike
tallying newspaper endorsements
and carefully gauging attendance at
campaign rallies do survive.! How-
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ever questionable these indicators’
validity, even to contemporaries,
they represented some of the few
quantifiable barometers of voter sen-
timent available to that era’s politi-
cians. Some candidates kept “their
ear to the ground” (a nineteenth-
century dictum) by engaging in more
active forms of voter research. They
consulted business, militia, religious,
fraternal, and other leaders and sent
party workers to canvass voters and
identify whom to usher to the polls
(Frankovic 1998).

Although the historical record
reports candidates employing these
techniques to research voter opin-
ion, it is silent about the accuracy of
their results. Since, then as now, in-
formation about voters had great
strategic value, campaigns frequently
kept such information confidential,
and it is consequently lost to histori-
cal investigation. There is, fortu-
nately, at least one exception of an
instance of careful, prepolling voter
research surfacing into public view.?
Buried in the July 9, 1828 issue of
the U.S. Telegraph is a report from
Andrew Jackson’s Ohio organization
about their candidate’s chances in
the upcoming presidential election.
Unlike the transparent campaign
propaganda that flowed volumi-
nously from the era’s partisan press,
this lengthy article candidly reports
precise vote-spread predictions sub-
mitted by “men of political knowl-
edge and integrity . . . from every
[congressional] district in the state.”
These data offer a special, perhaps
unique, opportunity to shed light on
the quality of voter research and the
degree of candidates’ political com-
petence during the early years of the
republic.

In this article I shall coax as much
information as possible from these
data by subjecting them to several
tests. I begin with the simple null
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hypothesis that has these informants’
predictions insignificantly associated
with the actual result. Satisfied that
the informants were onto something,
I question whether their success
arose from direct observation of lo-
cal opinion or reflects simply a com-
petent projection of the preceding
election’s results in their respective
districts. The latter is a real possibil-
ity, since both Jackson and John
Adams competed for the same office
four years earlier. Finally, I raise the
bar once more and test these infor-
mants’ predictions against the accu-
racy of comparable estimates gener-
ated by modern survey researchers.

Predicting Ohio’s 1828
Presidential Vote

The 1828 presidential election has
often been presented as a watershed
in American electoral history. With
it came the national nominating
convention, a new level of mass
party organization (McCormick
1966), and a shift of national power
from New England to the West.
Four years earlier, the election had
been “stolen” (Remini 1981) from
Andrew Jackson, who won a sizable
plurality of the popular vote but
failed to attain the necessary major-
ity in the electoral college. When
the House of Representatives con-
vened to elect the president, the
third place finisher, Henry Clay,
threw his support behind runner-up
Adams. Apparently, a deal had been
cut. Shortly after his inauguration,
Adams appointed Clay as his secre-
tary of state, at the time the most
reliable steppingstone to a presiden-
tial nomination. In 1828, Jackson
won his revenge, as he was swept
into office with 56% of the popular
vote and overwhelming support in
the South and West.

Contemporary news reports reveal
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that few observers doubted Jack-
son’s prospects in Ohio. In the
state’s three-way campaign in 1824,
he had finished second to Henry
Clay by only 766 votes despite being
poorly organized in many counties.
With Kentuckian Clay off the 1828
ballot, Jackson’s victory seemed
likely. Yet, with good reason, no one
was taking this outcome for granted.
The campaign was fought in the
mud, with each side heaping scan-
dalous charges against its opponent.
Even rumors of sexual misconduct
by both candidates’ wives received
abundant coverage throughout the
state.” Moreover, anticipating a
tough election, President Adams and
his supporters in Congress had re-
configured the tariff to curry West-
erners’ favor. Adding a final dose of
uncertainty was Ohio’s phenomenal
growth as the nation’s population
migrated westward; turnout in 1828
was two-and-a-half times greater
than in 1824 (McCormick 1966; Rat-
cliffe 1973). Entering the summer
election campaign, Ohio was fre-
quently named by Jackson support-
ers as a state pivotal for their candi-
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date’s success, yet the outcome of
the ballot remained in doubt.

In late July, members of Jackson’s
campaign committee in Cincinnati
canvassed the state and issued de-
tailed vote estimates for the presi-
dential race in each congressional
district. How well did they do? Not
badly at all. Citing the “mass of evi-
dence,” the report’s authors con-
cluded a “probable and almost cer-
tain prospect of Jackson getting the
vote of Ohio.” Specifically, the polit-
icos’ individual district tallies
summed to a statewide Jackson vic-
tory margin of 7,150 votes. Four
months later, he won by 4,143 votes
from among the 131,049 cast. Trans-
lated into vote shares, the commit-
tee’s point estimate of 52.7% for
Jackson proved 1.5 percentage
points too high, well within the ac-
ceptable tolerances of modern pre-
election surveys. Moreover, the
closer one looks, the better the pre-
dictions appear. Figure 1 plots these
vote predictions against the actual
vote for each congressional district.
In only one district, the 10th, did the
informants predict the wrong win-

ner, and even here they correctly
foresaw a close outcome. With the
exception of the 3rd district, they
forecast a narrower margin than the
winner actually received. Consider-
ing that they were predicting actual
vote margins that depended on turn-
out as well as preferences, the local
politicians can be judged to have
performed remarkably well. How,
lacking modern polling technology,
did these politicians manage to pro-
duce such accurate results?

Politicians’ Prediction
Methodologies

The 1828 news report reveals a
few clues about how the informants
arrived at their predictions. The po-
litico who reported from the 4th dis-
trict appears to have directly moni-
tored local opinion. He described
“an increase in his [Jackson’s]
friends here in the last six months
and the continued changes that are
daily making the prospects of suc-
cess . . . encouraging.” The corre-
spondent from the 8th district in-

Comparison between Predicted and Actual Jackson Vote Margins in the
Election of 1828, by Ohio Congressional Districts
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