The Best of Times, the Worst of Times

A sanguine public assesses Bill Clinton in crisis

By Frank Newport

Bill Clinton received the highest job approval ratings of his
administration during the Lewinsky/impeachment controversy
that stretched from January 1998 to February 1999. As the
Lewinsky revelations became public, Clinton’s ratings went
up, not down, and they remained high for the duration of the
impeachment proceedings. Consider the following figures:

For the first quarter of 1993 through the first quarter of 1999,
Bill Clinton’s mean job approval rating was 54%. For the five
years preceding 1998, it was 51%, and in 1998 it was 64%.
Thus, the president’s average job approval rating for 1998 was
10 points above the overall average for his administration to
date. It was also 13 points above his administration average for
the five years preceding 1998, and 6 points above the previous
year, 1997, which in turn was higher than any of the
four years that preceded it. In addition, Clinton’s
jobapproval rating for the first quarter during which
the Lewinsky scandal became public (the first quar-
ter of 1998) jumped 6 points compared to the
immediately preceding quarter. The two quarters
during which the House and Senate debated im-
peachment and conviction—the fourth quarter of
1998 and the first quarter of 1999—saw the public
give Bill Clinton the highest job approval ratings of
any of the 25 quarters of his administration to date.’

Taking a broader view, the average approval rating
for the entire 40-year period from 1953 to 1992,
encompassing eight presidents, from Eisenhower
through Clinton’s immediate predecessor George
Bush, was only 56% (see Figure 1). Bill Clinton’s
1998 average of 64% was both significantly above this 40-year
average and higher than all but 11 of the 40 years served by the
eight presidents who preceded him. Finally, Clinton’s 1998
average was a full 39 percentage points higher than the last year
of the only other president in this century for whom impeach-
ment was aserious possibility, Richard Nixon; his job approval
rating in 1974 was 25%.

uture historians, analyzing a graph of presi-
Fdential job approval ratings from the last

half of the twentieth century, might be excused for
asking what it was that Bill Clinton did that was so popular with
the American public during 1998. Similarly, they might be
excused for displaying puzzlement over the high job approval
ratings upon being reminded of Clinton’s yearlong battle to
escape being the first president in US history to be constitution-
ally removed from office.
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Certainly one explanation for this paradox lies in the fact that,
in large part, the social, economic and international conditions
of the country—factors which usually are directly related to the
public’s evaluation of the job being done by a president—were
unusually propitious during this time period. Americans
throughout 1998 registered high levels of satisfaction with the
way things were going in the country. Ratings of Bill Clinton’s
handling of the economy shot up to as high as 8 1% during this
time period, and the basic ratings of the economic conditions
in the US were extremely high. Personal financial well-being
measures were at one point as high as they have been in
Gallup’s history of measuring them, with 7 out of 10 polled in
March 1998 saying they anticipated being better off over the
next year. A substantial percentage of Americans (71% in one

January 1999 poll) said that this was the best economy of their
lifetime.

In the context of these measures of the population’s general
satisfaction with the way things were going and the country’s
almost giddy happiness with the economy, the trend in Clinton’s
job approval ratings would be expected and wholly under-
standable, everything else being equal.

But of course, these positive conditions occurred at a time
when everything else relating to Bill Clinton was decidedly not
equal. Throughout this period, in fact, the American public
indicated high levels of awareness of Clinton’s moral trans-
gressions, and in many instances were as quick as both the
press and Clinton’s detractors to believe the accusations and
charges were true. Inother words, the high job approval ratings
were not bestowed upon Clinton in a news blackout or a period
of inattention or denial, but rather with full awareness of the
issues which prompted his impeachment.






