
A Study on the 2008 U.S. Presidential Election  

To What Extent did the Unpopularity of the Republican Party Contribute to 

Barack Obama's Victory?  

 The 2008 U.S. Presidential Elections, seen by many contemporary analysts as a pivotal 

point of U.S. Politics, was a decisive victory for the Democratic Party of the U.S. (The 

Times, 5 November 2008). Among the many causes attributed to this, there undoubtedly 

is Obama's popularity, his policies, but also the shortcomings and failures of the 

previous administration, i.e. The Republican backed Bush Administration (Greenstein, 

2009: 201-202).  

 

Even before the 2008 elections, America was divided. Cook (2010: 79-81) argues that 

this was best seen in the 2006 Mid-Term elections, where the Democrats managed to 

secure a majority in the Senate, which along with their success in doing the same in the 

House of Representatives, gave them a majority in Congress.  

 

In addition to this, Critchlow (2007: 284) states that there was widespread lack of public 

trust in the Republican (G.O.P.) Party by November 2008, as there were increasing 

“revelations of bribery, illegal campaign contributions and sexual impropriety on the 

part of some high ranking congressional and State Republicans”. There were also 

divisions in the party itself, mainly in the form of a Republican – Conservative rift, on 

issues such as foreign policy and “nation building”, with special emphasis on the 

ongoing Iraq War (Critchlow, 2007: 284-285). 

 

The Bush administration's unpopularity, as well as President George W. Bush's approval 

ratings have to be considered as well, which had dropped below 40% by 2008(CNN, 19 

March, 2008). The Reasons for this, according to Greenstein (2009: 201) is mainly due 



to the “Iraq Syndrome”, which stated that as casualties in Iraq increased, Bush's 

approval ratings dropped. Coupled with this was Bush's decision for a “Troop Surge” in 

2006, against the recommendations of the bi-partisan “Iraq Study Group”(Ibid). Other 

factors which influenced Bush's unpopularity was the lack of “boldness” in his policies 

for the economy, which seemed to change in every State of the Union Address, thus 

showing his indecisiveness in the matter (Greenstein, 2009: 202). 

 

Thus, with the Republican image “worth as much as Confederate Money” in the voters' 

eyes, the scene was set for a successful Senator from Illinois to take the horns of power 

in Washington, adds Cook (2010). Obama's charisma and his ability as a good speaker 

certainly helped him win the Democratic Nomination in June 2008 (National Post, 3 

June 2008).  

 

Meanwhile, Greenstein (2009: 202), writes that new problems with the Economy, 

notably the “Recession” quickly gained public attention, which Obama was able to 

capitalize on, as his policies focused on domestic issues rather than foreign “nation 

building”. 

 

West (2010: 104) states that advertisement also played an important role in Obama's 

victory, as the Democrats used a record-breaking $170 million on advertisement only, 

which attacked the GOP, by highlighting all the “failings” of the Bush Administration. 

Tag lines which described Obama's Republican opponent, McCain as “More of the 

Same” (West, 2010: 12) and “Bush's Third Term” were also employed (West, 2010: 21). 

Moreover, the GOP did not use the digital platform as efficiently as the Democrats, 

which used it to great advantage (West, 2010: 31).  

 



Finally, it can be drawn from Fiorina et. al. (2006: 12-25) that the outcome of this 

election is not a “polarization” in the U.S., but a simple “close divide” of the 

population, as has happened in numerous elections before. This is further highlighted by 

the fact that two years after the elections, one can already see the political power of the 

Democratic Party slowly fading with the recent results of the U.S. Mid-Term Elections 

(The New York Times, 2 November 2010).   

Hypothesis  

Hypothesis One: Obama's ascendancy to the position of the President of the United 

States of America was due to the fact that the American people were discontented 

by eight years of Republican (G.O.P.) rule. 

 

This statement refers to the fact that the previous republican administration, with its 

conservative approach to politics, no longer enjoyed the support it had once enjoyed, 

and that the majority of the American voters were expecting a change. Indeed, Obama's 

clever adoption of the word “Change” as his campaign slogan seems to have 

highlighted this sentiment of the inadequacy in the then present Bush administration. 

Furthermore, Obama was the most promising Democratic candidate to bring about this 

change which, his image as being the young alternative to an ageing Republican 

leadership helped convince America that he was more dynamic, fresh and different than 

Bush.  

 

Moreover, his policies regarding the economy, healthcare and foreign relations were 

remarkably different that the Republican ideals, which were also highlighted by his 

opponent , Sen. John McCain. In fact, the fact that the 2008 elections had a tremendous 

turnout rate can also indicate that his ideals of change and a fresh approach to politics 

reached many voters, who were sympathetic to his ideas. Post election analysis also 



shows that, voters' preference towards Obama was clearly demonstrated by the fact that 

it was a clear, decisive victory for him, unlike the 2000 Election, where Bush narrowly 

defeated Sen. Al Gore.  

 

Finally, the demise of the G.O.P. In the 2008 elections, was foreshadowed by the results 

of the 2006 Mid-Term elections. The Republicans, who previously enjoyed an overall 

majority in Congress, lost this position to an overwhelming Democrat gain, comparable 

to the magnitude of the 1994 Mid-Term elections. Coupled with this, if Bush's approval 

ratings are to be considered, then a Democrat victory in the 2008 Presidential Elections 

was almost unavoidable.  

 

Hypothesis Two: Obama's interventionist economic policies, with regard to the 

2008 Financial Crisis significantly boosted his reputation.  

 

The economy was in a significantly bad shape during the last days of the Bush 

administration, mainly perpetuated by the burst of the housing market bubble. The 

Republicans' traditional position of a more free market regulation approach was slow to 

work and unpopular with the voters. Even though Bush implemented the first (in a long 

series of), emergency injections to the U.S. economy, it was seen by many as “too little, 

too late”. Obama's proposed policies to deal with his, which included bailouts, tax 

breaks for small businesses and development of more environmentally friendly 

technologies was a superior alternative to the Republicans' free market approach.  

 

Historically, given that the 2008 Housing Market crash was compared to the 1929 Stock 

Market Crash by many, it was logical that the voters would be more sympathetic to a 

more interventionist, Keynesian policy, in many way similar to the policies of President 



F.D. Roosevelt in the 1930s. Indeed, it was not uncommon for the media to compare 

Obama to Roosevelt, a Democrat whose approval still resonates today. This helped 

boost Obama's reputation in the eyes of the American voters who, in the end, saw him 

as a better alternative to four more years of Republican administration under McCain. 



Methodology 

 

To proceed with this research, a multitude of different ways of gathering information will be 

employed to get a good idea of the general opinion of the state of American politics before and 

during 2008 U.S. Presidential Elections. Participants will be selected from a generalized pool of 

potential sources, thus meaning a cross-section of the voters. The techniques used will cover a wide 

range of methods, from surveying and focus groups to analysis of published information and elite 

interviews, which will be analysed and sorted to either confirm or falsify the two hypotheses 

suggested.  

 

This research will have two main components. The first part will focus on the Republican Party's 

popularity, with respect to the policies enacted and the popularity of the leaders and assess if the 

“unpopularity”, as suggested in the hypothesis, of the above, did in fact affect Obama's victory. The 

second part will focus more on Obama's propositions, as highlighted by the second hypothesis, and 

assess how much these policies were responsible to his victory. Finally, a comprehensive 

conclusion will be drawn from the results, in order to properly determine to what extent the 

unpopularity of the Bush administration actually contributed to Obama's victory. Several 

government websites, as well as a very limited amount of blogs will be used throughout this 

research, to provide a background to some opinions and to be a potential “source of sources”. 

Funding for this project will be sought through the university and independent sources as well. 

 

The primary starting point to determine the unpopularity of the Republican party, will focus on 

previous, secondary sources published in the form of surveys and approval ratings. A good idea of 

Bush's approval ratings over time will be established to correlate with information obtained on the 

policies enacted during his presidency. If possible, some Primary sources will be examined, mostly 

dating from Bush's second mandate as President (2004-2008). Specific attention will be given to 



documents relating to the 2006 Mid-Term Elections, as many authors claim this was the point 

where his falling approval ratings started affecting the prospects of the Republican Party in the 

2008 Election, as shown in the literature review section. Once the authenticity of the above sources 

will be established, it will be necessary to analyse and assess them in order to get a sound idea of 

their contents.  

 

If relevant, congressmen (both Republican and Democrat, to avoid bias), who served during Bush's 

second mandate will be interviewed. The specific persons to interview will be decided based on the 

previously conducted documentary analysis. The form of the interview will focus on their 

assessment of Bush's policies, with specific attention dedicated to possible ways in which the 

financial crisis may have been avoided. The issue of the 2006 Mid-Term elections will also be 

brought up, the assessment of the individual congressmen will be used to determine whether the 

above proposition about it's effect on Republican prospects for re-elections holds water. The 

importance of this study is that decision makers, and those who were closer to Bush are 

interviewed, which provides a more political approach to the former's approval ratings, as opposed 

to the goal oriented (or perhaps biased) media.  

 

The interviews will be video taped and be conducted by the researcher himself, in order to get an 

accurate and truthful response as well as being able to create an all inclusive transcript after the 

interview has finished. If face-to-face interviews are not possible, the interview will be conducted 

over telephone, which however will weigh less during the analysis, because of the obvious 

drawbacks of this method, such as the subject being less forthcoming and the impossibility of 

reading their non-verbal expressions (Burnham et. al., 2008:234).  

 

The second part of the research process, will value general public opinion more than the opinion of 

politicians, as it relies more on voter preference. The primary method of gauging public opinion, 



that is the method of surveying will be employed. Two surveys will be administered, one which will 

be a simplified random survey in order to get a broad idea of the populations' preference regardless 

of their political allegiances, economic situation, cultural background etc. and another non-random 

survey conducted in states which have republican tendencies but who voted Democrat in the last 

election. The objective of the latter will be to directly see if this economic factor caused a shift in 

allegiance, or if this was caused by other factors. 

 

The topic of the first, general survey will be “How far did the economic downturn affect your 

political choice preference during the elections?”, and the span of the survey will be a small 

proportion of the total number of voters, estimated at around 1.31 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 20 

July 2009). Thus, around 130 people will be surveyed, using a closed questionnaire staring with 

more general questions (on age, ethnicity, area of residence, socio-economic status etc.) to establish 

trends before asking about their opinion on the main topic of the questionnaire. The main form 

distribution for this questionnaire will be through post and the internet. 

 

The second questionnaire, as suggested, will rely on the technique of  “snowball 

sampling”(Burnham et. al., 2008: 107-108). The number of surveyed will be much smaller, usually 

focusing on counties which have influenced the controversial decision of the state. This interview 

will focus more on mayors of these counties who know their constituents, rather than individual 

citizens, since it would be too time consuming to interview everyone in the county. The form of the 

questionnaire will be an open one, where the subject can respond as they please, which can give a 

more precise idea of their opinions. In some cases, interviews may also be organized, in the form of 

focus groups if the county has played a crucial role in shaping the state's decision, and where many 

influential actors exist. Similar to the interviews with congressmen, these sessions will also be 

video taped for later analysis.  

 



Finally, once all the data is collected (estimated to be in some months' or a year's time at the 

extreme) it will be interpreted and generalized to compare against the assumptions brought forth, by 

the literature on the subject and the results of the first part of the research process, in which the 

Republicans' popularity was examined. From this, it is expected that clear conclusions can be 

reached to validate the hypotheses suggested in the previous section.  
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