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Are Falling Gasoline Prices Boosting Bush?


Since the first week of August the average price of a gallon of unleaded gasoline in the United States has fallen by about 50 cents per gallon and President Bush’s approval rating in national polls has risen by about five percentage points.  Not surprisingly, many political analysts believe that these two events are connected and that further declines in gas prices between now and November could further boost the President’s popularity, thereby increasing the chances that Republicans will keep control of the House and Senate in the midterm election.  In fact, according to a recent Gallup Poll, 42 percent of Americans believe that the Bush Administration is conspiring with the major oil companies to manipulate gasoline prices in order to help Republicans at the polls.

It’s easy to understand why many Americans see a connection between gasoline prices and the President’s approval rating.  The data displayed in Figure 1 show that since 9-11, there has been a fairly strong relationship between the average price of a gallon of regular gasoline in a given month and President Bush’s approval rating in the Gallup Poll: the higher the price of gasoline, the lower the President’s approval rating.  
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One common measure of the strength of the relationship between two variables is the correlation coefficient—a correlation of zero indicates that there is no relationship between two variables while a correlation of one indicates that there is a perfect relationship between two variables.  In Figure 1, the correlation between the price of gasoline and President Bush’s approval rating is .83, which is quite impressive.

But as any statistician knows, correlation does not prove causation.  Before we can conclude that gasoline prices have actually been causing President Bush’s approval rating to go up and down, we have to determine whether there is some other confounding variable that is correlated with both gasoline prices and the President’s popularity.  If that is the case, then the relationship between gasoline prices and presidential approval could be spurious—simply a by-product of the influence of this third variable.

One likely suspect as a confounding variable in any relationship that varies over time is time itself.  If both gasoline prices and presidential approval are correlated with time—that is, if they tend to either increase or decrease over time for any reason—then the apparent relationship between them may be spurious.  


This is precisely what appears to be the case here.  Figure 2 displays the relationship between the number of months since 9-11 and President Bush’s approval rating while Figure 3 displays the relationship between the number of months since 9-11 and the price of gasoline.
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The data in Figures 2 and 3 show that since 9-11 President Bush’s approval rating has declined fairly steadily while the price of gasoline has increased fairly steadily.  Taken together, these results indicate that the relationship between gasoline prices and presidential approval in Figure 1 may be spurious.  

One way to determine whether gasoline prices have actually been affecting President Bush’s approval rating or whether the relationship is spurious is to examine the relationship between the month-to-month change in gasoline prices and the month-to-month change in presidential approval.  If rising and falling prices at the pump have been causing the President’s poll numbers to rise and fall, then there should be a relationship between these two variables.  When the price goes up, the President’s popularity should go down and when the price goes down, the President’s popularity should go up.  


Figure 4 displays the relationship between the month-to-month change in gasoline prices and the month-to-month change in President Bush’s average approval rating in the Gallup Poll since 9-11.  The data in this figure show that there is no relationship between these two variables.  The correlation is zero.   
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Since 9-11, President Bush’s popularity has been falling as a result of the erosion of the huge post 9-11 rally, growing public discontent over the war in Iraq, scandals involving prominent Republican officials, and other factors.  At the same time, the price of gasoline has been rising as a result of growing worldwide demand, production and distribution problems in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, and other factors.  However, the evidence that I have presented indicates that rising gasoline prices have not been a factor in the President’s falling poll numbers.  Given these findings, it seems unlikely that declining gasoline prices have been responsible for the modest increase in those poll numbers in recent weeks or that further declines will boost the President and his party in November.  
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