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HOW WE COMPUTED THE POLLYVOTE
by Alfred Cuzéan, J. Scott Armstrong, Randall J. Jones, Jr.

Preview: No one came closer to predicting the outcome of the 2004 U.S. presidential election than the team at
politicalforecasting.com, also called pollyvote.com. They tell us how they did it and whether they think they can do it again.

In March 2004, we set out to apply the combination
principle in forecasting (Armstrong, 2001) to forecast
President Bush’s share of the two-party popular vote
(omitting minor candidates). To that end, we collected 268
polls, 10 quantitative models, and 246 days of Bush/Kerry
futures contracts quotes in the Iowa Electronic Markets.
We also administered three Delphi surveys in as many
months to a panel of 17 experts on US politics, asking them
for their predictions.

In applying the combination principle, we first combined
predictions within the first three forecasting methods,
averaging recent polls, averaging the average daily quotes
of Bush/Kerry futures contracts for the previous week, and
averaging results of the quantitative models. We then
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averaged the forecast vote across all four methods—the
combined (averaged) forecasts of the polls, the IEM quotes,
and the models, plus the predictions of the experts’ panel,
assigning them equal weights. We call the resulting forecast
the Pollyvote — “pol” for political and “poly” for many
methods. From March to November 2004, we updated the
Pollyvote at first once a week and then, as the campaign
progressed and more polls were published, twice a week.

When tested across the 163 days preceding the election,
the mean absolute error of the Pollyvote predictions was
only three-fourths as large as the error of the next most
accurate method, the Iowa Electronic Markets. Also, unlike
the IEM, the Pollyvote never dropped below 50 percent. In
other words it never predicted a Bush defeat. (Figure 1).
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Figure 1.

Figure 1. The Pollyvote vs. Bush's Actual Share of the Two-Party Vote
March 8 - November 1, 2004
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On the morning of the election, the Pollyvote predicted a
Bush victory with 51.5 percent of the two-party vote, which Contact Info:
came within 0.3 percent of the outcome (51.2 percent). Alfred G. Cuzan
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