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Ask a political scientist why the U.S. has a two-party system, and you are likely to get an institutional or policy-based explanation. The winner-take-call system of single-member districts and the Unit Rule in the Electoral College encourage factions to remain in their party rather than striking out on their own. Campaign-finance and ballot-access laws stack the electoral process in favor of the existing parties and against upstart independent candidates or third parties that manage to attract a few votes. Each of these explanations has considerable validity.

However, there is another, more overtly political explanation for why the American two-party system persists. We call this explanation the “dynamic of third parties.” Third-party candidates are most likely to emerge and attract a significant vote share under conditions of “major-party failure” (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996). This failure may be a recession or a scandal that implicates both parties, or a persistent policy problem such as lingering deficits or a divisive war which neither party has adequately addressed. When a third party or independent candidate (we use the terms interchangeably) attracts a significant share of the vote in an election, it signals the two major parties that there is a substantial disaffected constituency in the electorate. In response, one or both of the major parties make a bid for the third party’s constituency by adopting policy positions designed to attract its support. If the major-party bid is successful, the third party’s constituency shifts to that party, taking the wind out of the movement’s sails. 
As a result, successful third-party movements generally do not last very long, and the larger their vote share is, the more tempting the constituency is to a major party, and the more likely the bid is to be vigorous and successful. But another consequence of this bid is change in the major party itself.  The effect third parties can have on major-party change has been recognized by scholars for some time. Walter Dean Burnham and James Sundquist (Burnham 1970; Sundquist 1983) give third parties a significant place in their explanations of changes in the two-party system. The authors of the most systematic account of the emergence of third parties describe this dynamic of third parties in this way:

Thus the power of third parties lies in their capacity to affect the content and range of political discourse, and ultimately public policy, by raising issues and options that the two major parties have ignored. In so doing, they not only promote their cause but affect the very character of the two-party system. When a third party compels a major party to adopt policies it otherwise may not have, it stimulates a redrawing of the political battle lines and a reshuffling of the major party coalitions (Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1996; cf. Mazmanian 1974, 143). 

Figure 1 summarizes the logic of the dynamic of third parties.  

(Figure 1 here)


Although the dynamic of third parties is widely recognized in American political history, its implications have never been examined thoroughly by exploring the impact of a significant third-party movement. In this essay, we relate the dynamic of third parties to Ross Perot’s independent electoral movement in the 1992 presidential election, and to its aftermath in national elections from 1994 through 2004. We summarize an argument developed more fully in our book on the Perot movement and its effects (Rapoport and Stone 2005) and extend the analysis through the 2004 elections. In studying this case, we hope to illustrate the potential impact third parties can have on change in the major parties by revisiting an example most scholars dismissed as of little long-term significance.  
Surveys of Potential Perot Activists as Data Sources

Our primary sources of data are surveys of potential Perot activists in 1992 and 1996, with parallel samples of major-party potential activists in 1996.1 The 1992 survey of potential Perot activists was based on a national sample of callers to Perot’s toll-free number. This study was extended into a six-wave panel in which we re-contacted respondents in 1994, 1996, and in subsequent elections. In 1996 we added national samples of Reform, Democratic, and Republican contributors to their respective national parties in the period before the 1996 election season. We also re-contacted these respondents in subsequent elections, generating a second long-run panel. 
We refer to our respondents as “potential activists” because calling Perot campaign headquarters or writing a (typically small) check to a political party does not constitute activism in a candidate’s campaign. Why focus on potential activists for a third party movement rather than ordinary voters? One reason is convenience and accessibility. Callers to the Perot campaign and party contributors identify themselves as unusually interested in the third-party movement. Ordinary voters for Perot (or any third-party candidate) do not identify themselves as such except in surveys of the entire population of citizens. A random sample of ordinary citizens, even in a year such as 1992 when the third-party candidate was extraordinarily successful, produced a relatively small number of respondents who voted for the candidate.2 To study the dynamic of third parties as it plays out in subsequent elections, we must study third-party supporters through time following the election in which the third party appeared. A small baseline sample of voters in the initial election quickly dwindles to meager numbers over any significant period of time.3

Our surveys of potential Perot activists do not suffer from the limitations of general-population surveys. And potential Perot activists defined in advance were likely to yield a substantial number of actual activists.  Indeed, about three-quarters of the 1992 sample engaged in some sort of campaign-related activity for Perot during the spring and summer campaign, before he temporarily dropped out in July. Just over one-half of the sample was active in some way beyond voting during the abbreviated fall campaign after he reentered.4 Moreover, we began with a large sample of almost 2000 callers in 1992, which yielded 1321 respondents to the first wave of the panel. Because we had high response rates to the first and subsequent waves of the panel, we have unique data not only on what motivated activist supporters during Perot’s initial campaign, but also on what they did in the elections that followed. We thus have unusually complete data on a third party candidate’s core supporters during the election in which the candidate emerged, and in the third party’s aftermath, allowing us to observe the consequences of a major-party bid.  


There are several advantages to studying activists in a third-party movement. Activists mobilize ordinary voters, both by leading opinion and by stimulating others to participate (Beck 1974; Eldersveld 1956; Gerber and Green 2000; Katz and Eldersveld 1961; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). Indeed, 64 percent of the 1992 sample tried to convince others to support Perot during the spring-summer phase of the campaign. Moreover, Perot’s name could not have appeared on any state’s presidential ballot without extensive grassroots efforts by volunteer activists to organize and collect ballot petition signatures. Activists are better informed about politics than the average voter, and they are relatively well versed in the choices and issues at stake. As a result, the issue basis of a party or campaign comes into sharper relief by studying activists compared with looking exclusively at voters (McClosky, Hoffman, and O'Hara 1960; Miller and Jennings 1986). 
Of greater importance, campaign activists are likely to be especially sensitive to changing opportunities and choices as events unfold (Carmines and Stimson 1989; Jacobson 2000; Miller and Schofield 2003). Third-party activists, for instance, should be more responsive than third-party voters to a major-party bid for their support, and a successful bid would have to appeal to activists as part of its ultimate strategy of attracting voters (Miller and Schofield 2003). Thus, we rely on our activist samples for most of the information we report about the Perot constituency, and for evidence on individuals’ behavior in elections after 1992. In the larger project, we flesh out the story of the Perot movement and its impact on the major-party system in much more detail (Rapoport and Stone 2005). 

The Dynamic of Third Parties and the Perot Movement


We need not tarry over the first two stages of the dynamic of third parties depicted in Figure 1. There was substantial discontent with both the Republican and Democratic parties before Perot announced his intention to run. Indeed, a significant reason behind support for Perot in the 1992 was the “push” potential supporters felt away from both parties. At the same time, however, people were strongly pulled toward Perot as a candidate. His candidacy exploited (and probably helped stimulate) dissatisfaction with the Democratic and Republican parties, but, as we will show, it had more substance than merely registering discontent.  

Ross Perot was also extraordinarily successful in attracting support from activists and voters. His “legions” of volunteers completed the Herculean task of getting his name on the ballot of all fifty states. He won the largest popular vote share since ex-president Theodore Roosevelt ran as an independent in 1912, and his was the first third-party movement to win more than five percent in two consecutive elections since the Republican Party emerged in 1856. Thus by any standard Ross Perot’s electoral movement was “significant”; the question is whether its significance extended beyond its own successes in 1992 and 1996 and had a lasting impact on electoral politics. For that to have occurred, the conditions described by the dynamic of third parties would have to apply to both the movement in 1992 and 1996, and in the elections that followed.  

An Issue Constituency for Perot?

One of the conditions for the dynamic of third parties to work is the existence of a clearly defined issue constituency that supported the insurgent candidate and could be attracted by subsequent major-party appeals. One of the reasons Ross Perot’s campaign was dismissed by many observers was the perception that he did not have an issue agenda that that unified his supporters and differentiated them from the major party supporters. Is it true, as Washington Post columnist E. J. Dionne put it during Perot’s campaign, that “Perot’s vote suggests his supporters were bound together only by anger over the nation’s economy and a rejection of the two major party nominees?”5
A third party’s constituency is distinctive to the degree that it differs from that of the major parties, and in turn, this distinction is affected by the degree of choice offered by the major parties on the issues in question. When the major parties converge to the same position on an issue or issues, and a significant number of people disagree with it, there is an opportunity for a third party to appeal to the disaffected constituency. A third party could emerge to articulate a distinctive position on the issue or issues of concern, point out the absence of choice between the Democrats and Republicans, and attract significant support. Its success would signal the existence of many supporters of the third party’s issue positions, which could set up a bid by one or both major parties. In contrast, when the major parties offer a clear choice on issues, the opportunity for a third party is less propitious because potential supporters have a greater stake in major-party conflict. There is no reason to expect the major parties to converge or distinguish themselves on every issue, so opportunity for third-party traction may occur on some issues and not on others.


Ross Perot emphasized three issue clusters in his 1992 campaign: balancing the federal budget, reform, and economic nationalism (Rapoport and Stone 2005). On issues related to these dimensions, potential Perot activists were consistently supportive of the Perot agenda. They favored term limits and amending the Constitution to require a balanced budget, increasing taxes to reduce the deficit, and they backed measures to limit foreign imports and decrease foreign involvement.  
In contrast to their support for these “Perot issues,” the potential activists could be found on both the liberal and conservative sides of the issues that traditionally divide the major parties. For example, Perot callers were strongly opposed to eliminating the death penalty and they staunchly opposed a constitutional amendment to limit abortions. They favored national health insurance and increased government regulation to control pollution, while opposing affirmative action and permitting gays in the military. On the overall liberal-conservative item, they placed themselves on average just to the right of center, but this position reflected a pattern of diverse positions on specific issues rather than a consistently centrist position across the issues (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Chapter 4). Indeed, when we compare Perot supporters with major-party activists, the Democratic and Republican constituencies emerge most sharply on the traditional left-right dimension, with Democrats taking consistently strong liberal positions and Republicans occupying equally clear positions on the right. On the Perot issues of reform, economic nationalism and balancing the budget, potential Perot activists were unified in favor and distinct from the position of both major parties—although they were not as distinct from the major parties as the two parties typically are from each other.

Figure 2 depicts the placement of the Perot movement and the two major parties in 1992, with the traditional left-right issues on the horizontal dimension, and the Perot issues on the vertical scale.6 The advantage Perot had on his key issues was that while Democrats and Republicans were sharply different on the liberal-conservative dimension, they were close to indifferent or in opposition on the Perot issues. Meanwhile, Perot’s relatively centrist position on left-right issues gave way to a distinctly supportive position on budget, reform, and economic nationalism issues.  

(Figure 2 here)

This seems about as close to an ideal situation as a third party can hope for in American politics, and it helps explain the historic levels of electoral support Perot enjoyed in the 1992 election. In addition, of course, the 1992 issue map indicates the strong signal sent by the Perot movement--a signal unlikely to be missed by entrepreneurial party leaders seeking to add to their base in a competitive electoral environment.  
The Major-Party Bid for Perot Supporters


Although the Clinton administration made an overt bid for the Perot constituency early on, the Republicans were in a much better position to appeal to Perot supporters because they were not in control of any of the major institutions of national government. In addition, they had a natural affinity with Perot on the budget issue (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Chapter 7). Despite the fact that some Republican leaders resisted the idea of cozying up to the man who many blamed for their loss of the presidency in 1992, House Republicans under the leadership of John Kasich and Newt Gingrich made concerted overtures to Perot, especially on the deficit issue.  


Clear evidence of a centrally coordinated bid from the Republican Party is found in the Contract with America, a unique attempt by a congressional party to impose a national frame on U.S. House races in the 1994 elections. The Contract was signed by virtually all Republican  House candidates and was written with the 1992 Perot constituency expressly in mind (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Chapter 7). It was as remarkable for what it left out as for what it included. Included in the Contract were a number of commitments specifically linked to the Perot agenda: on reform issues, term limits, balancing the federal budget, and foreign involvement.  On the other hand, the Contract says nothing about the party’s commitments to a constitutional amendment prohibiting abortion, which would be expected if it were designed to appeal to the Republican base, nor does it mention the Republican Party’s long-standing commitment to free trade. Overall, the Contract was significantly closer to the Perot agenda as represented in Perot’s book, United We Stand, than it was to the 1992 Republican Platform (Rapoport and Stone, 2005, chapter 7). 

Interviews we conducted with Republican strategists indicate a concerted effort to identify and contact 1992 Perot voters in the 1994 campaign by concentrating their efforts where Perot won a substantial share of the 1992 vote. According to Dave Sackett, a polling strategist working for the Republican Party, one project identified selected precincts nationwide with high Perot voting. Registered voters who habitually voted in either party’s primary were removed, and telephone canvassers contacted the remaining households to identify individuals who had voted for Perot in 1992. All individuals identified as actual or potential Perot supporters in 1992 where directly contacted by telephone, sent direct mail tailored around Perot’s issues, and canvassed door-do-door prior to the 1994 elections.7 Our survey of potential Perot activists indicates these efforts paid off. The more active individuals were for Perot in 1992, the more likely they were to have been contacted by Republican House campaigns in advance of the 1994 elections (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Figure 7.3).  

Another way a major party could make a bid is by putting up more experienced candidates in subsequent years, who are able to effectively appeal to the third-party’s former supporters. Experienced candidates may run for the House as a result of national party efforts to recruit them, or they may individually recognize the third-party’s vote share as representing the same opportunity for them that was seen by national party leaders. Under either scenario, if, the size of the Perot vote in a district signaled an opportunity for 1994 Republican House candidates, we should find a clear relationship between that vote and the emergence of experienced challengers. In fact, we do find that experienced challengers were much more likely to run in 1994 in districts where Perot had done well in 1992 than we would expect based on a host of factors ordinarily used to explain why experienced candidates in a party run for the House (Rapoport and Stone 2005, pp. 159-61). There is also a significant relationship between 1992 district vote for Perot and the amount of money expended on the race by the Republican Party (Rapoport and Stone 2005, 162).  

The Perot Constituency’s Response


 The 1994 elections are important to our thesis because, if the dynamic of third parties is to apply to the Perot case, it must help explain the historic Republican victory in that year. Prior to the 1994 elections the Republican Party bid for the Perot constituency. Therefore, our expectation is simple: the Republicans should have benefited from former Perot voters’ support in their drive to win control of Congress. 
There is a strong relationship between the size of Perot’s 1992 vote in districts held by the Democrats before the 1994 elections and the probability that the district would flip to the Republican column in 1994. In Democratic marginal districts where Perot won 5 percent of the vote, the probability that a district would flip to the GOP was only .03, whereas in districts where Perot won 30 percent of the popular vote, the probability a district would flip soared to .81.8 
Based on a simulation of the 1994 elections that employs a multivariate statistical model to explain the Republicans’ vote share in each district, we conclude that the GOP owed its majority to the size of the Perot vote in 1992, and that if Perot’s share in 1992 had been under about 13 percent of the popular vote, the Democrats would have retained majority control. In sum, therefore, our analysis means that the Republican victory in 1994 was directly attributable to the size of the Perot vote and logic of the dynamic of third parties, which the Republicans exploited well. In contrast to many interpretations of the 1994 elections, the “Gingrich Revolution” owed its success not to a rightward shift in the electorate, but to the Republicans’ success in responding to the signal sent by a moderate insurgent candidacy committed to budgetary responsibility, reform, and restraint abroad.  
As mentioned, mass public opinion surveys generally are not up to the task of testing our theory. Nonetheless, it is important to our argument to demonstrate a link between behavioral shifts among individuals consistent with the change in fortunes experienced by the Republicans and its source in the Perot vote at the aggregate level. We do this by demonstrating a “spillover effect” from the 1992 Perot campaign to Republican House campaigns in 1994 among activists. A spillover effect would occur if active participation in the 1992 Perot campaign increased involvement in subsequent GOP House campaigns—the greater the activism for Perot, the greater the activism for House candidates in 1994. In addition, spillover from the Perot to the Republican campaigns should depend on contact by the Republicans. We expect a spillover effect because active involvement for Perot should have made individuals more visible to Republican campaigns, and because those who were active in Perot’s campaign would have been more sensitive to the Republican Party’s bid for their support.  
(Figure 3 here)


Figure 3 shows that in our panel of potential Perot activists, there was an effect of activism in the1992 Perot campaign on active involvement for Republican House candidates in 1994, but only when there was contact from a House candidate’s campaign. This effect, in other words, provides a micro-behavioral mechanism consistent with the dynamic of third parties because the stronger the bid (the more contact) made to individual Perot activists, the greater the tendency for them to shift activity to the Republican Party; and the stronger the involvement for Perot, the more that activists moved into Republican campaigns.9 We have already seen that the Republican mobilization strategy in 1994 was to identify and contact Perot activists; here we see that effort paid off by stimulating those most involved for Perot to move into the Republican camp. It is likely that the same processes were at work in the electorate as a whole. Moreover, the movement of the most active elements of the Perot constituency to Republican campaigns surely brought many ordinary citizens with them, as activists’ convictions and behavior permeated their social, work, and political networks. The evidence, in other words, provides confirmation of individual change consistent with the electoral shift to the Republican Party after the 1992 election, and the dynamic of third parties.10 Additional analysis reveals that spillover into Republican campaigns continued through the 2000 elections, and included spillover into the Buchanan and McCain nomination campaigns in 1996 and 2000 respectively.  
Continuity in the Perot Constituency through 2004

We have seen that the Republican bid for the Perot constituency was successful in mobilizing into GOP campaigns former Perot supporters, which helps explain the aggregate election outcomes that favored Republicans, especially in 1994.11 However, we have yet to examine whether the Perot constituency remained committed to its issue agenda in the years after 1992. This is important for two reasons: (1) Continuity in the issue commitments of the Perot constituency is essential to Perot supporters’ ability to effect change in the Republican Party as they responded to the GOP bid for their support in 1994 and in later years; and (2) Continuity may affect the constituency’s ability to have a lasting impact on national politics when the Republicans backed away from their bid following the 2000 presidential election. We examine each of these implications after demonstrating the degree of continuity we find among Perot supporters between 1996 and 2004.

Figure 4 presents comparative data from our surveys of major-party and Reform contributors summarizing the degree of commitment to the Perot agenda in each of four groups of respondents: Core Republicans, by which we mean Republican contributors who were never active in the Perot movement; Democratic contributors; Reform contributors as a whole; and the subset of Reform contributors who were mobilized into Republican Party campaigns between 1994 and 2000 in response to the Republican bid. Figure 4 demonstrates that the Perot constituency remained intact and distinct through the 2004 elections in its commitment to the Perot agenda, compared with core Republicans and Democrats. In 1996, Reform contributors who were active in Republican campaigns as well as those Reform contributors who remained outside the Republican Party were strongly committed to the Perot issues. In the same year, Republicans were more modestly supportive of Perot issues, and Democrats were opposed. The same basic pattern holds through the 2004 elections, except that Democrats’ opposition to the Perot agenda softened to the point where by 2004 they were indifferent, while Republicans’ support was cut about in half. Meanwhile, Reformers maintained relatively strong support for the issues that motivated Perot’s campaigns.  
(Figure 4 here)


Figure 4 provides striking evidence of continuity and distinctiveness in the Perot constituency, up to 12 years after Perot’s initial campaign. It is perhaps not surprising that Reform contributors as a whole remained strongly committed to the Perot agenda, but there was little difference between them and those drawn into the GOP ranks. And, by 2004, both groups of Reformers were sharply more committed to the Perot issues than core Republicans.  Moreover, when we break down the Perot issue index into individual issue items (data not shown), Reformers are consistently distinct from core Republicans with the exception of increasing taxes to reduce the deficit.12
The Republican Agenda under President George W. Bush


The persistence of the Perot constituency through the 2004 election is potentially of great political significance because the Republican Party, under the leadership of President George W. Bush, has retreated spectacularly from the positions it took in its bid for Perot supporters. Indeed, across the three issue dimensions that define the Perot agenda, the Republicans since the 2000 election have adopted positions and policies opposed to those articulated by Ross Perot and consistently held by his constituency since 1992.  

Under President Bush, the U.S. committed to its most important military venture since Vietnam when it invaded Iraq in 2003. More troubling than the invasion, from the perspective of Perot supporters’ long-term policy interests, was the decision to undertake the most extensive nation-building projects in Afghanistan and Iraq since the Marshall Plan after World War II. This commitment not in keeping with Perot’s emphasis on domestic priorities or with his economic nationalism emphasis on limited foreign involvements.13  

Bush’s renunciation of the economic nationalism part of the Perot agenda extended to trade and immigration as well. In contrast to Perot activists’ persistent support of limiting immigration, early on Bush offered strong support for an agreement between the United States and Mexico, which would “pave the way for many illegal Mexican immigrants—up to 3 million—to remain in the United States and would ‘serve as a precedent for other nationalities.’”14Although the 9/11 attacks prevented immediate follow-up on this initiative, the administration maintained its guest-worker program, especially for farm workers.  

Bush’s support for NAFTA and CAFTA remained a linchpin of Republican trade policy, despite the opposition of Perot and his supporters. Indeed, Bush backed down on his only trade policy likely to appeal to Perot’s supporters: his promise to impose tariffs on steel imports for up to three years in order to help domestic producers.15
Finally, in the areas of the federal budget and reform, Bush’s performance was, if anything, less in keeping with those of Perot and his supporters than on other Perot issues. Under Bush and Republican majorities in Congress, the deficit ballooned from a surplus of $236 billion in fiscal 2000 to a deficit of $412 billion in fiscal 2004. As tax revenues declined and spending increased, the prospects for ever-increasing deficits became a prominent aspect of President Bush’s legacy.  

The most significant reform initiative during Bush’s first term dealt with campaign finance in the guise of the McCain-Feingold and Shays-Meehan proposals to limit soft money, positions with overwhelming support from Perot activists. Although President Bush did not threaten a veto, neither did he endorse the bill, saying he would “reserve judgment until he sees the final product.”16 Without Bush’s support, only 39 Republicans voted for the House version, and it passed on a close vote. Bush further signaled his ambivalence by failing to arrange a high profile signing of the legislation, and by not inviting Senator McCain, the leading Republican proponent of reform in Congress, to attend the signing.  

In sum, the Bush administration and the Republican Party have effectively reneged on the bid the GOP made for the Perot constituency following the 1992 election. We have seen that the issue commitments behind the Perot constituency remained largely intact through the 2004 election. Does Perot activists’ continuing support for Perot issues combined with Republican ambivalence or opposition on those same issues mean that Perot activists withdrew from their previous involvement in the Republican Party in 2004?  

In our book, we showed that Perot callers to the 1992 toll-free number maintained by the Perot campaign were more active in Republican than in Democratic campaigns from 1994 through 2000 (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Figure 9.1). In this section we examine whether there was a change in relative campaign activity between 2000 and 2004 in response to the Bush administration’s policies contrary to the Perot agenda. Our measure of Republican campaign activity is a simple count of the number of activities that respondents did for Republicans in presidential and House campaigns, as well as for the Republican ticket as a whole. We create identical counts of Democratic campaign activity in both years and compare them by taking the ratio of Republican to Democratic activity. The advantage of using a ratio is that it controls for different levels of mobilization and activism that occur in both parties in different election years.  


Figure 5 reports the ratio of Republican to Democratic activities for 2000 and 2004. A score above 1.0 indicates a Republican advantage in activity; a score below 1.0 indicates greater Democratic than Republican activism. Consistent with our results in Three’s a Crowd, there is substantially more Republican activism than Democratic activism in all campaigns in the 2000 election.17 In fact, the Reformers were about half again as active in Republican campaigns as they were for Democratic candidates. However, by 2004, there was a radical shift in overall activity. Not only did the Republican advantage disappear in 2004, but there was slightly more activity in Democratic campaigns than in Republican campaigns (indicated by the total activity ratio of less than 1.0). In the presidential campaign, there was only 87 percent as much Republican as Democratic activity, a decline in the ratio between 2000 and 2004 of almost 40 percent. Republican House candidates continued to retain a slim advantage over their Democratic counterparts, probably owing to the larger number of Republican incumbents running for reelection, but even here the GOP advantage over the Democrats in House races declined to virtual parity.18  
(Figure 5 here)


We have seen the spillover that occurred between the 1992 Perot campaign and 1994 Republican House campaigns (figure 3).  In our book we report that similar spillover effects occurred to the Republican Party’s advantage in 1996 through 2000. There is no evidence of spillover from the 1992 Perot campaign into Democratic campaigns during this period. We interpret all of this as evidence of a favorable response by core Perot supporters to the GOP bid that occurred in various ways throughout the 1990s and into the 2000 elections. The question, then, is did the Republican renunciation of the Perot program result in spillover into Democratic campaigns in 2004 for the first time since 1992?  

Table 1 presents a regression analysis of relative campaign activity in Republican and Democratic campaigns between 2000 and 2004.19 Perot activity is strongly associated with a decline in Republican activity relative to Democratic activity—as the number of activities in the 1992 Perot campaign increased, respondents became less engaged in 2004 Republican campaigns, controlling for 2000 activity. For every activity for Perot, performed 12 years earlier, our sample shifted by .17 activities away from the Republicans.  
The effects of contact by major-party campaigns in 2004 were also strong. But while Democratic contact produced a relative increase in Democratic activism, and Republican contact increased activism in that party’s campaign, each Democratic contact had half again as much effect as each Republican contact (.329 vs. .216). However, because Republicans contacted Perot supporters more frequently than Democrats did (an average of 2.4 contacts by Republicans versus 1.8 by Democrats), the net effect of contact for the two parties is about the same. Thus, in 2004 both parties had the opportunity to mobilize former Perot supporters, unlike in previous years when Republicans alone were effective in mobilizing activists for Perot.  
(Table 1 here)
Conclusion

Third parties in American politics face a number of barriers to their formation and success in national elections. As a result, serious national third-party efforts are rare, and candidacies that attract a substantial share of the popular vote are rarer still. Nonetheless, despite the institutional and political barriers to third parties, occasionally one emerges that captures a significant vote share. When that occurs, the dynamic of third parties has a chance of producing significant change in the two-party system. A necessary condition for the dynamic of third parties to play out is for the third-party movement to be supported by a constituency with a reasonably coherent issue agenda. An issue-based constituency can then motivate a major-party bid for its support in subsequent elections.  

Contrary to the views of many academic and other close observers of American politics, Ross Perot’s followers were united by a common set of issue concerns that differentiated them from major-party supporters. As a result, there was a programmatic basis for the Republican bid, which was successful in attracting a significant portion of the Perot constituency to its cause. Several consequences followed from the success of the Republican bid. First, Republican electoral fortunes changed dramatically for the better. The GOP won majority control of the House and Senate for the first time since the 1952 elections, and they won an excruciatingly close presidential election in 2000, while continuing to hold thin majorities in Congress. The dynamic of third parties, in other words, played out in the post-Perot era by helping to create one of the most competitive and partisan periods in American history. Additions to the Republican Party from the ranks of the Perot constituency also changed the GOP in discernable ways, for example by shifting the aggregate policy commitments of its activist and congressional ranks in a direction more consistent with the Perot issue agenda (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Chapter 10).  
One implication of our analysis is that the Perot constituency appeared to be alive and well 12 years after the 1992 election. We should be cautious about exactly how we interpret the idea of a “Perot constituency.” We do not think that it necessarily means that former Perot activists and voters would necessarily think of themselves as Perot disciples or still part of his political movement. Indeed, we found that, by the 1996 election when Perot ran a second time, a large percentage of 1992 Perot activists dropped out of his campaign and evaluated him much less positively. Despite the candidate-centered nature of much of our politics and the fact that Perot epitomized this development in many ways, he nonetheless tapped into and/or helped create a sizeable constituency committed to a reasonably coherent issue agenda of reform, deficit reduction, and economic nationalism. Because these commitments still animate the individuals involved, the possibility that the Perot constituency could continue to play a pivotal role in our politics is real.

Despite the fact that the Republican Party took on a more Perot-friendly cast in the 1994-2000 period, after the 2000 election, under the leadership of President George W. Bush, House Majority Leader Tom Delay and others, the Republican Party effectively renounced its commitment to the Perot constituency. It has presided over record-breaking deficits, it has led the charge to a new and more aggressive form of internationalism, and it has dragged its feet on reform issues of keen interest to the Perot constituency. As a result, we have seen that, beginning in the 2004 election, former Perot activists have partially withdrawn from Republican campaigns, and they have shown significant signs—again for the first time—of shifting their support to the Democrats.  

This leads to a second implication of our analysis, which is that the Bush renunciation of the Perot agenda creates an opportunity for the Democratic Party to bid for its support. Even though Democratic contact with Perot supporters was less than Republican contact, our results from 2004 suggest former Perot supporters shifted strongly towards Democratic activity. Perot supporters in 2004 were ripe for the picking. An entrepreneurial Democratic candidate or leader might well articulate a program that could plausibly appeal to Perot supporters, and, as the Republicans did in 1994, target former Perot backers for direct campaign appeals. A strategy of this sort could tip the national electoral balance in the Democrats’ favor. Such a leader might point to the balanced federal budget and surplus during the Clinton years; to a more measured form of internationalism built on dissatisfaction with the Iraq experience, and attention to domestic economic insecurities stemming from a global economy. If so, our data suggest there may be more than a remnant of the Perot movement available for mobilization, waiting in the wings to stimulate a new direction in major-party politics.  
Notes
1.
Details about the surveys may be found in Rapoport and Stone (2005, Appendix A).  

2.
The 1992 American National Election Study (ANES) panel survey of the American electorate yielded only 128 respondents who reported voting for Ross Perot.  

3.
The ANES panel included only sixty-one 1992 Perot voters who reported casting a presidential vote in the 1996 election. At that, of course, it was only a four-year panel, whereas our potential-activist panels stretch more than twice that period of time.  

4.
Only one respondent held a paid position in the campaign; all others who were active were volunteers.  

5.
E.J. Dionne, “Anger at the Economy Was the Glue binding Supporters to Perot,” Washington Post, November 12, 1992, A10.  

6.
The placements are based upon the perceptions of Perot activists.

7.
Authors’ interview with Dave Sackett, July 31, 2003.  

8.
This analysis was carried out on Democratic-held seats where the Democrat won in 1992 with 60 percent or less of the popular vote. The analysis controls for a variety of other explanations for why it might switch to the Republican Party, including the size of the two-party vote share in 1988 and 1992, the experience and spending of both parties’ House candidates, the level of support Democratic incumbents gave to President Clinton (as a control for the possibility that voters were reacting against President Clinton’s policies), and whether the district is in the South.

9.
The analysis controls for previous Republican campaign activism, party identification, and the degree of preference for 1994 House candidates.  

10.
There is no evidence of spillover between the Perot and Democratic campaigns in 1994, even in the presence of contact from the Democrats. This suggests that the Republican contact was tied specifically to the Perot program, as we have suggested. We also find long-term effects of spillover to the 2000 House campaigns, indicating a remarkable staying power to Perot’s effect on Republican fortunes (Rapoport and Stone 2005, Chapter 9).  

11.
See Rapoport and Stone (2005) for analysis of the impact of Perot on elections from 1996 through 2000. The general point is that Republican “resurgence” owed its strength and staying power to the success of the Republican bid, as illustrated here in the 1994 elections. The one national election that the Republicans did not win in this period, the 1996 presidential contest, was nonetheless one in which their candidate, Robert Dole, was helped by the Perot vote.  

12.
In the 2004 survey, the items composing the Perot index were: limiting immigration, limiting imports, limiting foreign involvement, support for term limits, eliminating soft-money contributions to parties, and raising taxes to reduce the deficit.  Only on the latter item were core Republicans more supportive than Reformers.  

13.
Our 2004 survey shows that Reform contributors were much more strongly opposed to the Bush administration’s Iraq policy than Republicans, though they were not quite as strongly opposed as Democratic contributors.  
14.
Frank Davies, “Relief for Mexican Workers a Top Priority” San Diego Union-Tribune, August 4, 2001, p. A2.  

15.
Richard W. Stevenson and Elizabeth Becker, “After 21 months, Bush Lifts Tariff on Steel Imports,” New York Times, December 5, 2003, p. A-1.

16.
Greg Gordon and Lawrence M. O’Rourke, “Senate Bars ‘Soft Money:’ Campaign-Finance Battle Moves Next to House,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, April 3, 2001, p. 1.

17.
In the book, we report on the 1992-2000 caller panel, whereas figure 5 reports results from the 1996-2004 contributors surveys. We use the contributors surveys here because of lower attrition rates in that panel than in the caller study.

18.
Essentially the same picture emerges when we restrict the analysis to Reformers who had been active between 1996 and 2000 in Republican campaigns. The decline in the Republican advantage is sharp, although the ratios remain slightly in the Republican Party in both House and presidential campaigns.

19.
The dependent variable is the number of activities in Republican campaigns minus the number of activities in Democratic campaigns. A negative coefficient indicates that the variable pushed respondents toward pro-Democratic involvement; a positive coefficient indicates the variable pushed respondents toward Republican activism.  

Figure 1.  The Dynamic of Third Parties
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	Regression Coefficient
	Standard Error

	Constant
	0.166
	0.157

	1992 Perot Activity
	-0.154***
	0.047

	2004 Party Identification
	0.379***
	0.064

	Relative Major Party Activity, 2000
	0.453***
	0.080

	Contact by Republican Campaigns
	0.216***
	0.048

	Contact by Democratic Campaigns
	-0.329***
	0.052

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Adjusted R2
	0.463

	Std. Error of the Estimate
	1.699

	N
	327

	1 The dependent variable is the number of activities for Republicans minus the number of activities for Democrats


Table 1.  Effects of 1992 Perot Campaign Activity and 2004 Major Party Contact on 2004 Major-Party Activity, Controlling for 2000 Activity1  
Third party’s supporters respond to bid by migrating to bidding party in subsequent elections (“spillover”), producing major-party change.   





Major-party bid for third party’s constituency after election.





Constituency mobilized around issue alternatives to major parties.





Emergence of “successful” third party or independent candidate.





Major-party failure.
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