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Do presidents keep their campaign promises? According to democratic theory, presidents 
have an incentive to keep their campaign promises to maintain political support, or else 

risk being punished by voters.1 However, for voters to hold presidents accountable, they need a 
better understanding of what affects whether a promise is kept or not because there are times 
where failure to keep a promise is justified or not the president’s fault.2 To that end, I study what 
factors affect when foreign policy campaign promises are fulfilled. 

Presidents have plenty of leeway when it comes to conducting their foreign policy 
since domestic actors have limited influence on president’s foreign policy tools, with the partial 
exception of economic foreign policy and treaties for which Congress gives advice and consent.3 
However, these same actors can affect how a president’s domestic policy is implemented. 
Therefore, whether a president’s foreign policy platform is achieved or not is largely due to the 
president’s actions, not those of other political actors. By focusing specifically on foreign policy, 
this study can narrow its focus on the factors evaluated and the president himself.

Theory 
Among the many factors that could affect when a president keeps their foreign policy 

campaign promises, this article highlights four major factors.
First, as Pew Research Center surveys have shown, the economy tends to be the main 

concern for the American electorate.4 During economic recessions, presidents thus concentrate 
their resources to handle economic issues and discuss the economy more than twice as often 
than when the economy is strong.5 Thus, we should expect presidents to de-prioritize foreign 
policy matters during economic recessions. Stated formally, the first hypothesis is:

 (H1) The rate of presidential campaign promises fulfilled will decrease during a period 
of economic downturn. 

1 Michael Tomz, “Domestic Audience Costs in International Relations: An Experimental Approach,” International Organization 60 
(2007): 832.
2 John H. Aldrich, John L. Sullivan, and Eugene Borgida, “Foreign Affairs and Issue Voting: Do Presidential candidates “Waltz 
Before A Blind Audience?,’” The American Political Science Review 83, no. 1 (March 1989): 123.
3 There is a large literature on the rise of the “imperial presidency” in the realm of US foreign policy. As a result, Congress’ con-
stitutional war making and treaty making power has also withered in recent years. See Curtis Bradley, Oona Hathaway, and Jack 
Goldsmith, “The Death of Article II Treaties?,” Lawfare, December 13, 2018, https://www.lawfareblog.com/death-article-ii-treaties. 
4 See, for example, “2016 Campaign: Strong Interest, Widespread Dissatisfaction,” Pew Research Center, July 7, 2016, https://www.
people-press.org/2016/07/07/2016-campaign-strong-interest-widespread-dissatisfaction/. “For Voters It’s Still the Economy,” Pew 
Research Center, September 24, 2012, https://www.people-press.org/2012/09/24/for-voters-its-still-the-economy/. “Economy and 
Anti-Terrorism Top Public’s Policy Agenda,” Pew Research Center, January 15, 2004, https://www.people-press.org/2004/01/15/
economy-and-anti-terrorism-top-publics-policy-agenda/.
5 Donna R. Hoffman and Alison D. Howard, “Presidents and the Rhetoric of Recessions,” APSA 2011 Annual Meeting Paper (2011). 
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A second factor that can affect when presidents keep their foreign policy promises is 
military involvement. When the United States is at war, the president’s priorities (in terms of 
budget and attention) naturally shift to winning or ending that conflict. Military conflict also 
affects the priorities of the American electorate. For example, the Iraq War became a top priority 
issue for voters heading into the 2004 presidential election.6 In war time, successfully attending 
to other foreign policy matters may be put on the back burner. Thus, I propose that:

(H2) The rate of presidential campaign promises fulfilled will decrease during a period 
in which the United States is fighting a war. 

The US government is characterized by separation of powers between three branches: 
the judiciary, the executive, and the legislative. While the executive branch is granted many 
responsibilities regarding foreign policy matters, the legislature also has an important role. 
Senators have an indirect say in foreign policy decisions by confirming nominees for high 
level foreign policy positions and, more importantly, by ratifying treaties. This would suggest 
that if a president’s political allies control the US Senate, he should receive more support from 
the legislature and, therefore, have an easier time completing his foreign policy objectives and 
campaign promises. Cumulatively, this leads to the third hypothesis: 

   (H3) The rate of presidential campaign promises fulfilled will increase if a president’s 
political party is in control of the US Senate. 

Finally, to maximize their re-election chances a president should complete all his 
campaign promises. But this fails to consider the timing in which promises are completed (i.e. 
whether a promise is completed on the first year of a president’s term or his last year). It is 
assumed that most voters depend on campaigns, predominantly media portrayals of a candidate 
and campaign statements, to become informed on a candidate’s policy positions and use issues 
as a determining factor for their vote. 7 Therefore, presidents should complete more promises 
during their re-election year so that more voters can see them acting on the issues they campaign 
on. Theoretically, this would lead to a higher reputation for the president in the eyes of issue-
oriented voters.  As a result, the final hypothesis is:

(H4) The rate of presidential campaign promises fulfilled will increase during president’s 
re-election year. 

Data and Methods
I coded foreign policy campaign promises from presidential debates, party convention 

speeches, and inauguration speeches for every presidential campaign for 1948-2020.8 The 
dataset did not discriminate between presidencies that lasted their full terms and those that did 
not. However, for presidencies that failed to last their full term, it excluded the period in which 
the vice-president governed as president. This means that any promises completed during 1964, 
when Lyndon Johnson was president, and 1974-1977, when Gerald Ford was president, were 
excluded from the dataset. 

6 “Public Support for War Resilient,” Pew Research Center, June 17, 2004, https://www.people-press.org/2004/06/17/public-support-
for-war-resilient/.
7 Michael G. Krukones, “Predicting Presidential Performance through Political Campaigns,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 10, no. 4 
(Fall, 1980): 528-530.
8 Data was sourced from the University of California Santa Barbara’s The American Presidency Project’s database, available online at 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/, and presidential libraries.
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 Presidents made a total of 229 foreign policy campaign promises since 1948. Each 
foreign policy campaign promise was classified as either measurable or non-measurable. 
Measurable promises, totaling 153, were those that outlined concrete plans and actions that 
could be verified for completion. Non-measurable promises were those that were too vague to 
quantify completion or that lacked sufficient information to corroborate completion.  A total 
of 76 non-measurable promises were made, at an average of 4.47 non-measurable promises 
per presidential term. The 153 measurable promises were then evaluated on their completion 
with a four-point scale, with a score of zero for promises that were not completed at all, one for 
partially completed promises, two for mostly completed promises, and three for fully completed 
promises.9 Rather than a simpler binary coding of promises as “kept” or “broken,” this ordinal 
coding system better accounts for variation in the extent of fulfillment of each promise. 

All promises that achieved at least partial completion were grouped according to their 
completion year,10 the president who made the promise, and the term number.11 This grouping 
was necessary to conduct cross-sectional time-series analysis that would evaluate which factors 
affect the completion rate of foreign policy campaign promises. 

The dependent variable used in the analysis was refined fraction of completed promises. 
The variable was calculated using the following equation:

Where score refers to the level of completion given to every completed promise in that 
year added up. Nm equals the total number of measurable promises in the pertinent presidential 
term. The number three in the denominator corresponds to the four-point scale that measures 
the completion rate of a promise, in which three is the maximum valuable that can be received. 
The resultant number accurately represents the percentage of the total measurable campaign 
promises made by a president completed in the given year, while considering the degree of 
completion of each promise. This allows the analysis to use an accurate percentage of promises 
completed each year when evaluating the factors that affect when promises are completed.

A total of four independent variables and up to ten control variables were used in the 
statistical analysis.12 The independent variable corresponding to H1 is Unemployment rate, which 
measures the unemployment rate of the United States each year.13 The unemployment rate was 
chosen because it is a good measure of how the general population is doing financially and the 
state of the economy. H2, which argues that the completion rate of promises will be negatively 
affected if the United States is in a state of war, is tested with the variable designated period of war 
which denotes the beginning and ending for periods of military conflict in US history.14 Party 
control of Senate measures whether the president’s political party was in control of the US Senate 

9 Completion was evaluated using a large variety of sources, with preference for official government sources. In addition to those, 
international organizations and agencies’ archives, academic databases, biographies, and, on occasion, news reports were used. 
10 Some promises were based on inaction (e.g. “will not get involved in new military conflicts). For these types of promises, the 
completion year used was the final year of the term as presidents had until then to break that promise.
11 The grouping signifies that promises had to be completed in the term that immediately followed the campaign in which they were 
made. For example, President George W. Bush made twenty-nine promises during his first presidential campaign. He had until 2004 
(the end of his first term) to complete all twenty-nine of those promises. 
12 The control variables were: Age, Businessman, Combat Experience, Education, First Year in Office, GDP Growth, GDP per Capita, 
Party Control of Congress, Political Party, and Socioeconomic Origin.  
13 Data on economic variables were acquired from the World Bank.
14 U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, U.S. Periods of War and Dates of Recent Conflicts, RS21405 (2019), 1.
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and is used to test H3.15 The last hypothesis, H4, is tested with a binary re-election year variable 
that equals one in a president’s re-election year and is zero otherwise.

Results
 Table 1 presents the results of the cross-section 
time-series analysis. It includes the four hypotheses 
and one control variable, Promises. The control 
variable accounts for the total number of promises 
made to identify whether it affected the completion 
rate. The results show that the unemployment rate and 
re-election year significantly affect when presidents 
complete their promises, supporting H1 and H4. This 
means that presidents complete less of their foreign 
policy campaign promises when the unemployment 
rate in the country is high, and complete more of 
them during their re-election year. Because promises 
did not become statistically significant, the number 
of promises a president made did not make it harder 
or easier for them to complete their promises. 
   H1 proving statistically 
significant is consistent with the idea that a re-
prioritization of policy occurs when the economy 
becomes weak. It indicates that not only are more resources allocated to handling the economy, 
but that they are done so at the expense of foreign policy. Arguably, a weak economy means the 
country’s ability to handle foreign policy matters is weakened, therefore presidents face more 
difficulties in completing their promises. However, more research is needed to uncover the 
underlying causes that explain this result. 

H4 proving statistically significant can be attributed to several reasons. Presidents might 
decide to complete more promises during their re-election years to improve the electorate’s 
opinion of them. More media attention is given to the presidential election during the election 
year since rallies, town halls, debates, and campaign speeches become nationally televised. 
Since voters have more opportunities to see the candidates during this time, they have more 
opportunities to see the president achieving his policy goals and completing campaign promises. 
In theory, this would lead voters to see the president as more trustworthy and qualified thereby 
increasing his re-election chances. Therefore, by completing more promises during their re-
election year, presidents gift their accomplishments larger visibility. 

H2 proving to be statistically insignificant was surprising. However, this priority could 
also be reflected in the foreign policy campaign promises made. If the United States is involved 
in a conflict, many foreign policy campaign promises could be geared towards the conflict, 
thereby counteracting the de-prioritization of other foreign matters. H3 not being statistically 
significant can be attributed to the president enjoying a great deal of liberty when it comes to 
foreign policy matters. For example, the Senate’s main foreign policy power is the ability to 
ratify treaties, a responsibility that has grown less important over time. Since end of World War 
II, executive agreements, which do not need Senate approval, have become more numerous.16

Results from models with more control variables (not shown due to space constraints) 

15 Data on party control of Congress were acquired from official Congressional records.
16 “Treaties: A Historical Overview,” United States Senate, accessed April 26, 2020, https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/
common/briefing/Treaties.htm.

Table 1
B e n chm ar k 
model

Unemployment -0.06**
(0.03)

War Period -0.02
(0.10)

Control of Congress 0.05
(0.09)

Reelection Year 0.39***
(0.11)

Promises -0.00
(0.00)

Constant 0.89***
(0.20)

N 63
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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are largely similar. When added as control variables for H1, GDP growth and GDP per capita, 
were not statistically significant. The reason for the relationship is unclear, but it could mean 
that the unemployment rate is a better measure of the state of the economy. For H4, the control 
First year in office is statistically significant but negative: presidents fulfilled fewer foreign policy 
campaign promises in their first year in office. This could be due to a focus on domestic policy 
during their first year in office or a difficulty in completing foreign policy campaign promises. 
Lastly, Combat experience was statistically significant, indicating that presidents with combat 
experience completed more of their promises. This relationship could be due to a different 
perspective gained through experiencing combat or through foreign policy tools learned in the 
military. Further research is necessary to examine these potential reasons more closely.

Conclusion
The analysis conducted in this article revealed that presidents complete fewer of their 

foreign policy promises when the unemployment rate is high and in their first year in office. In 
contrast, presidents are more likely to complete their foreign policy promises during their re-
election year.

The results imply that, first, presidents act 
strategically to complete their promises and, second, there 
is a connection between domestic policies and foreign 
policies that remains understudied. The results show that 
presidents prioritize economic issues over foreign policy 
and complete more of their promises during their last 
year in office. Strategic behavior implies that winning re-
election is a priority for presidents and therefore they will 
act in a way that maximizes those chances. For presidents 
in their second terms, the assumption is that completing 
their promises is beneficial for their legacy and to their 
successor’s election chances. However, future research is 
necessary to corroborate this idea. The second implication 
means that domestic and foreign policies are intimately 
related, and therefore geopolitical factors can affect 
domestic policy and vice-versa. 

In conclusion, the results provide new insight into campaign promises and how 
presidents complete them. However, these results should only be considered the beginning 
and would ideally inspire continued research into campaign promises and when/why they are 
completed. Future research could build on this investigation by expanding the dataset to include 
domestic campaign promises as well and to consider whether the factors affecting domestic and 
foreign policy promises differ. It could also investigate the effect of different economic factors on 
campaign promises completion, as the variables used in this investigation are only a few of the 
many possible economic variables available.

“The results imply 
that, first, presidents 
act strategically 
to complete their 
promises and, second, 
there is a connection 
between domestic 
policies and foreign 
policies that remains 
understudied.”


