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Predicting elections accurately has long been a useful exercise. 
For scholars, prospective prediction is a test of their understanding of 
electoral dynamics. For candidates and activists, prospective prediction 
helps efficient resource allocation. For the public and the media, 
prospective prediction helps in following and understanding campaigns 
(see Lewis-Beck and Rice, 1984; Jones, 1999). 

The 2008 Oklahoma state legislative elections were historic. 
Although nationally the tide was strongly in the opposite direction, 
Republicans, for the first time, took control of both state legislative 
houses. It might be thought that predicting the outcome overall and for 
the 125 individual legislative races would involve taking formal notice of 
some dynamic new forces. More likely, the 2008 result was the product 
of a gradual change, a slow strengthening of the Republican Party, and 
a corresponding weakening of the Democratic side of the electoral 
equation. A robust prediction method would have measures that 
incorporate these changes. 
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What are the parameters of the Oklahoma legislative election 
equation? Losers typically attribute the outcome to their party's 
weakness, not getting enough of the promised support and problems at 
the top of the ticket. Winners attribute the outcome to their campaign's 
staying on the high ground, focusing on the issues, and knocking on 
doors. In sum, losers blame others while winners credit themselves 
(Kingdon, 1968). 

Political observers have long noted incumbents usually win. In 
Oklahoma this is because people rarely run against them and Oklahoma 
does not permit write-in votes (Van Ness, 1992). In 2008, 104 of the 
125 candidates were incumbents. Exactly half had no major party 
opponent. Term limits took effect in 2004, retiring entrenched Democrat 
incumbents, opening the door for Republicans (Farmer, 2007). By 2008, 
a majority of the incumbent candidates were Republicans (59), not 
Democrats ( 45). 

Party can mean several things. It can represent the direction and 
force of political winds blowing outside and around the district, it can represent 
the political composition of the district and it can represent the recent voting 
tendency of the district. While the political winds were blowing the 
Democrats' way nationally in 2008, they were blowing Republican in 
Oklahoma (Overall and Lindley, 2008). District political composition is 
measured by party registration, Oklahoma being a state that registers voters 
by political party. The district's voting tendency is measured by the normal 
vote (Campbell, Converse, Miller and Stokes 1966:9-39). The Republican 
Nonnal Vote (RNV) was calculated by averaging the 2006 Republican 
vote for four minor state-wide offices, Lieutenant Governor, Auditor and 
Inspector, Labor Commissioner and Insurance Commissioner. As these 
offices are murky and, at best, dimly perceived by almost every voter. They 
give a good base for predicting a district's anticipated Republican vote. For 
House districts there was little relation between party registration and the 
RNV (R2 = .054); for Senate districts voting in 2008 the relationship was 
much stronger (R2 = .875). 

Money is important. People are more willing to give, and give more to 
candidates they think will win. So, in a sense, how much money is raised is a 
gauge of a candidate's chances, similar, in a way, to how parimutuel betting 
establishes odds at racetracks. Likewise, money can make a candidate better 
known and improve chances of winning. Money on hand August 15th was used 
as a measure of money raised. 
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Political scientists attribute any particular legislative race's outcome 
to incumbency, party and money (Darcy, Brewer and Clay, 1984 ). 

DATA 

Data used for the various models was information available from 
public records prior to August 15, 2008. Most of it was collected from 
the websites of the Oklahoma Ethics Commission, or the Oklahoma 
State Election Board. While we did not use U.S. Census data here, 
state legislative district level information is available on line.2 

Quantified variables used were District Party Registration (DPR), 
Aggregate Total Campaign Receipts (ATCR), Funds Remaining as of 
August 15, 2008 (FR), Candidate Incumbency (CI), District Outcome 
in the Previous Election (RE) and the RNV. 

District Party Registration, overall, favored Democrats for both 
House (average 49%-39%) and Senate (47%-41%) districts. The two 
party Aggregate Total Campaign Receipts favored Republican House 
(64%-36%) and Democratic Senate (53%-4 7%) candidates. 
Incumbency favored Republican House ( 49-36) and Senate (1 0-9) 
candidates. The District's Previous Election outcome favored Republican 
House (57-44) and Senate (14-10) candidates. The RNV favored 
Democrats in the House (47%) and Senate (48%). 

ADDITIVE PROSPECTIVE MODELS 

An additive election prediction model is one in which a variable's 
impact on the prediction is the same regardless of the status of the 
candidate or district on other variables. We developed three additive 
models that differed in the variables included as well as the weights 
assigned them. Weights all summed to 1 while variables were all coded 
so as to range from zero to one. Thus, each variable contributed a 
known proportion to the additive models' predictions. Models gave each 
candidate a score. The candidate with the higher score in the district 
was the predicted winner. The three prediction equations are shown in 
Table 3. 
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Table 3. Additive Prediction Models 

Wei ht 

Variable Modell Model2 Model3 

DPR Party Registra tionffotal 
Reg is trati on 0.2 0.27 5 0.2 9 

ATCR Candidate 
Money/(C:1ndidate Money+ 
Opponent Money) 

CI Candidate Incumbent 

RE Party Won Seat in Last 
Election 

FR Candidate Funds 
Remaining/(Candidate + 
Opponent Funds Remaining) 

Total 

0.18 0.275 0.33 

OJ 035 0.38 

0.2 0.1 0 

0.12 0 0 

The goal was a model that could accurately predict election results 
from months out with the fewest variables. 

The models predicted the elections without noticing the overall political 
tendency, last minute campaign efforts, the campaign itself, or the quality 
and effort of the candidates. The assumption was that in the competitive 
environment of the campaign these factors tended to be balanced - or 
encapsulated within the variables used. 

ALGORITHMIC PROSPECTIVE MODEL 

The algorithmic model used past election information, incumbency 
and an assumption about the overall political tendency in 2008. Rather than 
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being an additive model, it followed a decision tree. The model incorporates 
four assumptions. 

1. If there is only one major party candidate (Republican or 
Democrat) that candidate will win. 

2. The Republican Normal Vote (RNV) represents the vote a 
Republican candidate in a district can expect, all things being 
equal. 

3. Incumbents can expect to gain an additional five percent over 
their party's normal vote. 

4. There is a trend favoring Oklahoma Republicans in 2008 allowing 
Republican legislative candidates to expect an additional five 
percent over their normal vote. 

Thus, the effect of a variable on the prediction depends on the 
status of the candidate on other variables, unlike additive models in which 
each variable has the same effect on the prediction regardless of the 
candidate's status on other variables. 

PREDICTIONS 

Each model, additive or algorithmic, showed a solid Republican house win. 
Two additive models predicted a 44-5 7 house sp I it favoring the Repu b I icans, the 
othera43-58 split The algorithmic model predictedtheactual40-61 split For the 
Senate, two additive models predicted a Republican victory of 10-14, which 
would give Republicans control when continuing members were added. The 
other additive model predicted a Republican victory of 11-13, which, with the 
continuing members, 13-11, favoring the Democrats, would continue an evenly 
split Senate. The algorithmic model accurately predicted a Republican advantage 
(9-15) and a Republican Senate takeover. 

Each ofthefourprospectivemodels produced similar results with the number 
of prediction errors varying from six (the third additive model and the algorithmic 
model) to eight (the second additive model). The algorithmic model's six errors 
cancelled each other out, however, to accurately predict exact House and Senate 
party balances. 

The best models tumed out to be the simplest, the additive model using 
District Party Registration (DPR),Aggregate Total Campaign Receipts (ATCR), 
and Candidate Incumbency ( CI) and the algorithmic model using whether or not 
there is a contest, incumbency, the RNV and the Oklahoma political tide. 

All predictions were made public prior to the election. 
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RETROSPECTIVE MODEL 

After the election we examined the accuracy of the predictions as 
well as the relationship between the election outcome and each of the 
variables used in the additive models. 

We can calculate the number of errors that would be made from 
predicting the election outcome with one variable in the most efficient 
manner. The money advantage accurately predicts all but five races, 
four in the House and one in the Senate while the previous result in the 
district predicts all but seven and incumbency all but eight House and 
Senate races. Party registration, in contrast, incorrectly predicts 32 races. 

We wrote two OLS regression equations using the additive 
predictors and the 2008 election results. All variables were coded 0/1 
with the election result coded 1 for a Democratic win and 0 for a 
Republican win. The OLS regression equations were as follows. 

House 
Outcome = .1100 + .0584 (Democrat is Incumbent) -.0966 

(Republican is Incumbent) + .2484 (Democrat won in 2006) + .1396 
(Democrat has no Opponent)- .0154 (Republican has no opponent)+ 
.6321 (Democrat raised more money than Republican) - .0425 
(Democratic Registration Exceeds Republican)- .1397 (Democrat has 
more Money at Hand than Republican) 

Senate 
Outcome = -.1922 - .0425 (Democrat is Incumbent) +.0694 

(Republican is Incumbent)+ .4512 (Democrat won in 2004) + .0337 
(Democrat has no Opponent)+ .0831 (Republican has no opponent)+ 
.4936 (Democrat raised more money than Republican) + .1955 
(Democratic Registration Exceeds Republican)+ .0756 (Democrat has 
more Money at Hand than Republican) 

The equations allow two errors predicting the House results and 
zero errors predicting to the Senate outcome. The predictions are based 
on knowing the outcome, however. This can be seen by the difference 
between the House and Senate equations where six of the nine partial 
slopes have different signs. Only the aggregate campaign fund 
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Table 7. Type of Race and 2008 Outcome Table 13. TypeofRaceand 2008 Outcome 

House Winner Senate Winner 

T)pe of Race Democrat Republican Total TyPe of Race Democrat Republican Total 

Democrat with No No Opponent 
Opponent 24 0 24 Democrat 5 0 5 

Republican with No No Opponent 
Opponent 0 20 20 Republican 0 8 8 

Contest 16 41 57 Contest 4 7 II 

Total 40 61 101 Total 9 15 24 

? 

? 2 ~ 52.88 df= 2 p < 3.28E-12 V2 = 0524 ? 2 ~13.13 df=2 p<O.OOI40 V2 =0.547 
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Table 8. Incumbency and 2008 Outcome 

House Winner 

Incumbency Democrat Re l!ublican 

D Incumbent 35 

R Incumbent 0 

Open 5 

Total 40 

? 2"8256 df=2 p< 1.18E-18 v'=0.817 

Errors= 6 
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Table 9. Party Registration and 2008 Outcome 

House Winner 

Table 14. Incumbency and 2008 Outcome 

Senate Winner 

I ncumbencv Democrat Republican Total 

D Incumbent 8 

R Incumbent 0 10 

Open 1 4 

Total 9 15 

? '"16.8\79 df=2 P <0.000226 v'= o.699 

Errors= 2 

Table 15. Party Registration and 2008 Outcome 

Senate \Vinner 
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24 

P Registration Democrat Republican Total P Registration Democrat Republican Total 

D Advantage 38 27 65 

R Advantage 2 34 36 

Total 40 61 101 
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Table 10. Money Advantage and 2008 Outcome Table 16. Money Advantage and 2008 Outcome 

llouse Winner Senate \Vinner 

$Advantage Democrat Republican Total $Advantage Democrat Republican Total 

D Advantage 

RAdvantage 

Total 
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Table II. Previous Resu It and 2008 Outcome 

House Winner 

D Advantage 

R Advantage 
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Table 17. Previous Resu It and 2008 0 utcome 

Senate Winner 

2006 Winner Democrat Republican Total 2004 Winner Democrat Republican Total 

Democrat 39 
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Table 12. Money Left and 2008 Outcome Table 18. Money Left and 2008 Outcome 

House Winner Senate Winner 

$ Lct"t Advantage Democrat Repubtican Total $Left Adva11ta~ Democrat Republican Total 

D Advantage 38 7 45 D Advantage 5 5 10 

RAdvantage 2 54 56 R Advantage 4 10 14 

Total 40 61 101 Total 9 15 24 
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Table 6. Senate Model Predictions 0'\ 
0'\ 

0 
0 
r' 
>--

Additive Models ::r:: 
0 

Modell 1\t>del 2 1\t>delJ ~ 
November 4, 2008 '"0 

Candidates or Filing, 
0 
r' 

Primary Winner1 Score Score Score Algorithmic =1 
2008 2008 2008 2008 1\t>del n 

District D R Result D R Prediction D R Prediction D R Prediction Prediction 
en 

Wyrick D 0.9209 0.059 D 0.8913 0.081 D 0.885 0.086 D D z 
3 Wilson D 0.9319 0.05 D 0.9064 0.069 D 0.901 0.072 D D 0 

< 
5 Ellis Miller D 06645 0.023 D 0.6012 0032 D 0.569 0.034 D D tTl s: 
7 Lerblance Sherrill D 0.8992 0.087 D 0.8527 0.128 D 0.832 0.148 D D ttl 

tTl 
9 Garrison D 0.9319 0.046 D 0.9064 0.064 D 0.901 0.067 D D ;:o 

N 

II Mcintyre D 0.94% 0.027 D 0.9308 0.038 D 0.927 0.04 D D 0 
0 
\D 

13 Paddack D 09363 0.045 D 0.9124 0.061 D 0.908 0.065 D D 

15 Dum Nichols R 0.1784 0.797 R 0.1998 0.766 R 0.223 0.742 R R 

17 Laster Romingff D 09034 0.073 D 0.8672 0.1 D 0.86 0.106 D D 

19 Amerson R 0.0686 0.913 R 0.0943 0.88 R 0.099 0.873 R R 

21 Mu1phy Halligan R 03577 0316 D* 0.279 0335 R 0.197 0.385 R R 

23 Justice R 0.0979 0.881 R 0.1346 0.837 R 0.142 0.828 R R 

25 Mazzei R 0.0505 0.928 R 0.0694 0.901 R 0.073 0.896 R R 



7:7 Peach Marlatt R 0.1562 0.524 R 0.1507 0.471 R 0.167 0.424 R R 
29 Ford R 0.0857 0.893 R 0.1179 0.853 R 0.124 0.845 R R 
31 Erwin Barrington R 0.2278 0.751 R 0.2604 0.71 R 0.288 0.682 R R 
33 Adelson Casey D 0.8912 0.082 D 0.8502 0.113 D 0.842 0.12 D D 
35 Stanislaw.;ki R 0.0653 0.613 R 0.0898 0.531 R 0.095 0.494 R R 
:r7 Riley Nev.berry R 0.577 0.4 D* 0.6176 0.351 D* 0.687 0.281 D* R 
39 Cmin R 0.076 0.902 R 0.1045 0.865 R 0.11 0.857 R R 
41 Taylor Jolley R 0.0548 0.92 R 0.0753 0.89 R 0.079 0.884 R R 
43 Boren Reynolds R 0.0989 0.871 R 0.1348 0.824 R 0.144 0.813 R R 
45 Russell R 0.0713 0.602 R 0.098 0.516 R 0.103 0.478 R R 
47 Lamb R 0.0652 0.911 R 0.0897 0.877 R 0.095 0.87 R R 

D 9 II 10 10 9 
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differential and the outcome of the past election had strong coefficients. 
We would not expect these equations to predict with the same accuracy 
in other election years. 

CONCLUSION 

Ockham's razor is a philosophical principle calling for a model 
able to achieve accuracy with the fewest parameters. Retrospectively, 
the simplest model would be to predict from money advantage. The 
accuracy of the predictions would be better than any of the prospective 
additive or algorithmic models. But there is a danger of prospectively 
predicting with one variable. It assumes future Oklahoma legislative 
elections will follow the same pattern as the 2008 election. But elections 
are stochastic. Likely, future elections will follow the broad pattern of 
2008 but with differences. Previous election results or incumbency 
might predict slightly better than money advantage. The differences 
between these variables and money in 2008 were small. Therefore 
models using several robust predictors are likely to yield better predictions 
over time than models using only one variable. 

The best predictive model is likely one that includes whether two 
major party candidates contest the election, incumbency, the result of 
the previous election in the district, money advantage and the Republican 
Normal Vote. 

NOTES 

1 R. Darcy is Regents Professor ofPolitical Science and Statistics 
at Oklahoma State University; Gary Jones is Chairman of the Oklahoma 
Republican Party; Stephen Baldridge, Emily Berry, Chris Hill, Charm 
Hoehn, Jasmine Johnson and Whitney Martin are Oklahoma State 
University undergraduate students. The paper was originally prepared 
for the 2008 meeting of the Oklahoma Political Science Association at 
Cameron University in Lawton. Oklahoma State University 
undergraduates Lindsay Barbour, Eric Bloyed, Melinda Carter, Brad 
Cooley, Brandon Dyer, Jordan Ellis, Michael Gumbs, Matt Land, Austin 
Linton, Kai Mann, Josh Pillow, Ryan Pitman, Brett Stingley, and Sarah 
Viele contributed to that earlier paper. The authors are grateful to James 
Scott for timely assistance with the analysis. 
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2 http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/ 
DCGeoSelectServlet?ds name=DEC 2000 SLDS& ts=209653995859 - - -
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