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Crises & turnover: economic voting 
literature 

• Retrospective voting 
– Voters attribute blame to incumbents based on simple 

metrics of past economic performance (Fiorina 1980) 

• “Blind” retrospection 
– Voters have little economic understanding, lash out blindly 

if they can construct plausible narratives attributing blame 
to incumbents (Achen and Bartels 2004) 

• Both imply crises will raise desire to punish incumbents 

• Latter claims this will be conditioned by collective 
understandings, political entrepreneurs 
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But institutions should also matter 

• Ease of blame attribution 

– Executive-dominated systems should make it easier 
for citizens to identify whom to blame 

– Majoritarian v. non-Maj. parliamentary systems: 
easier to assign blame in the former 

• Ease of punishment 

– Elections offer punishment opportunities 

– But election timing is often endogenous in 
parliamentary systems 

 
4 



Data and method 

• 20 Countries  from 1821-2008 (N = 2955) 

• Conditional gap time event history model 

• Dependent variable: Political turnover of chief of government  

• Independent variables: 
• Banking crises (Reinhart & Rogoff) – logarithmic decay based on duration 

• Executive-dominated system 

• Parliament-dominated system 

• Majority voting system 

• Universal male suffrage 

• Election year 

• Polity 2 

• GDP growth (Maddison) 

• Developing country / periphery dummy 

 

 

 

 



• Crises do increase 
likelihood of political 
turnover 

• The size of the effect 
(gap to Baseline) is 
much larger in 20th 
century 
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Institutions (1): ease of blame attribution 

• Higher in majoritarian 
parliamentary systems, 
as expected 

• But surprisingly low in 
executive-dominated 
systems 
• Because of fewer 

opportunities to 
remove incumbents? 
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Institutions (2): ease of punishment 
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Why is the size of effect of crises on 
turnover larger in the 20th century? 

• Can’t be explained by: 
– Rising suffrage or democracy 

– Crisis depth (on the contrary) 

– Developed v. developing country crises 

• What it could be: 
– Rising societal expectations of government (crisis 

prevention & mitigation) 

– Crises as broken promises, and distributional 
consequences of interventions 
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Rising societal expectations of 
government 

• Societies increasingly expect governments to 
prevent & mitigate crises 

• How to measure? 
– No adequate survey data over long time periods 

– Newspaper editorial opinion 

• Findings for UK 
– No commentary before crises happen 

– Commentary during & after crises is limited 

– But shows rising support for regulation, LLR support to 
banks, bailouts in extremis, deposit insurance 
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Major UK newspaper editorial commentary 
during crises since 1878 
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The double-edged sword 
(or “Brown’s dilemma”) 

• Broken promises 

– Citizens expect greater economic stability, and 
hence crisis prevention 

– Rising underlying propensity to punish when they 
occur, even with mitigation 

• Distributional consequences 

– Bank rescues are typically seen as unfair 
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Crisis countries: banks are distrusted, 
“bailouts” are unpopular 
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Conclusion: effects of banking crises 
on political turnover conditioned by: 

• Political institutions (ease of attribution, ease of 
replacement) 

• Evolving societal expectations of governments 
(crisis prevention, crisis mitigation) 

• Distributional / fairness concerns of citizens 
• Political incumbents are caught in a dilemma 

– LLR interventions / “bailouts” are very unpopular, but 
not intervening would be worse! 

– Voters are only quasi-rational  (only 34% of 
respondents to Pew poll in July 2010 correctly knew 
the Bush administration enacted TARP!) 
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