
As we approach the three-year mark of President Barack Obama’s second term in office, it is again time 
for the nation to focus its attention on who will occupy the Oval Office next. Democratic and Republican 
primary debates are already underway in anticipation of the primary elections that are scheduled to begin 
in early 2016. News coverage ahead of the 2016 presidential election is already heavy, and amidst all of 
the hype, investors may be wondering what the election could mean for their portfolios. To address this 
investor curiosity, we examined the U.S. stock market’s behavior through various lenses as it relates to 
presidential elections and political parties in office. While the data produces some interesting outcomes, 
we remind investors that correlation does not always imply causation, and we believe that investors should 
continue to stick to their long-term investment strategy through the upcoming election.
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2012 16% 2013 32% 2014 14% 2015 1%
2008 -37% 2009 26% 2010 15% 2011 2%
2004 11% 2005 5% 2006 16% 2007 5%
2000 -9% 2001 -12% 2002 -22% 2003 29%

1996 23% 1997 33% 1998 29% 1999 21%
1992 8% 1993 10% 1994 1% 1995 38%

1988 17% 1989 32% 1990 -3% 1991 30%
1984 6% 1985 32% 1986 19% 1987 5%
1980 33% 1981 -5% 1982 22% 1983 23%
1976 24% 1977 -7% 1978 7% 1979 19%
1972 19% 1973 -15% 1974 -26% 1975 37%
1968 11% 1969 -9% 1970 4% 1971 14%
1964 16% 1965 12% 1966 -10% 1967 24%
1960 0% 1961 27% 1962 -9% 1963 23%

1956 7% 1957 -11% 1958 43% 1959 12%
1952 18% 1953 -1% 1954 53% 1955 32%
1948 6% 1949 19% 1950 32% 1951 24%
1944 20% 1945 36% 1946 -8% 1947 6%
1940 -10% 1941 -12% 1942 20% 1943 26%
1936 34% 1937 -35% 1938 31% 1939 0%
1932 -8% 1933 54% 1934 -1% 1935 48%
1928 44% 1929 -8% 1930 -25% 1931 -43%

Average Return             11% Average Return             9% Average Return             9% Average Return             17%

# of Down Years             4 # of Down Years             10 # of Down Years             8 # of Down Years            2 

ELECTION YEARS POST-ELECTION YEARS MIDTERM YEARS PRE-ELECTION YEARS

Annual Returns of U.S. Large-cap Stocks

Source: Morningstar® DirectSM; GWCM analysis. Returns are shown for the IA SBBI US Large Stock Ext Index. Past performance is no guarantee of future results.



The table above shows the annual performance of U.S. large-cap stocks beginning with the election of 1928. The table separates 
annual returns into four categories: election years, post-election years, midterm years and pre-election years. The table shows that 
U.S. large-cap stocks have historically, on average, generated returns of 11% during election years. An 11% return is considered a 
healthy return and it ranks second behind pre-election years, which show a historical average return of 17%. Pre-election years 
have overwhelmingly been the most favorable years for U.S. stock market returns, producing both high average annual returns 
and the fewest number of negative return years. However, the historical trend has broken down in recent election cycles and there 
is certainly no guarantee that 2016 returns will meet the average historical return for election years. Pre-election year returns most 
notably have broken the trend, with returns falling to the low single digits. That strength has instead been seen in recent post-
election year and midterm year returns.

The impact of political parties on stock market performance
In addition to examining stock market returns throughout the four-year election cycle, we also examined stock market returns 
under Democratic and Republican presidents. The bar chart below shows the annualized four-year returns under all presidents 
in office since the end of the Great Depression. The data demonstrates that U.S. large-cap stocks have historically, on average, 
generated higher returns while Democratic presidents held office. However, the chart also demonstrates that the U.S. stock market 
has produced solid returns during the terms of many U.S. presidents, including Republican presidents Dwight Eisenhower, Ronald 
Reagan and George H.W. Bush. When examining this chart it is important for investors to keep in mind that other factors besides 
the political party in the White House are often at play influencing stock market returns, such as global economics and Federal 
Reserve monetary policy.

Source: Morningstar® DirectSM; The American Presidency Project; GWCM analysis. Returns are shown for the IA SBBI US Large Stock Ext Index. Past performance is no 
guarantee of future results.

23%

21%

18%
17% 17%

16%
15%

13% 13%
12%

11%
10%

9% 9%

7%

2%

-1%

-5%

-10%

-5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Tr
um

an
(1

94
9-

19
52

)

Ei
se

nh
ow

er
(1

95
3-

19
56

)

Re
ag

an
(1

98
5-

19
88

)

Cl
in

to
n

(1
99

3-
19

96
)

Cl
in

to
n

(1
99

7-
20

00
)

G
.H

.W
. B

us
h

(1
98

9-
19

92
)

O
ba

m
a

(2
00

9-
20

12
)

Ke
nn

ed
y/

Jo
hn

so
n

(1
96

1-
19

64
)

Ro
os

ev
el

t
(1

94
1-

19
44

)

Ca
rt

er
(1

97
7-

19
80

)

Re
ag

an
(1

98
1-

19
84

)

Ei
se

nh
ow

er
(1

95
7-

19
60

)

Ro
os

ev
el

t/T
ru

m
an

(1
94

5-
19

48
)

Jo
hn

so
n

(1
96

5-
19

68
)

N
ix

on
(1

96
9-

19
72

)

N
ix

on
/F

or
d

(1
97

3-
19

76
)

G
.W

. B
us

h
(2

00
1-

20
04

)

G
.W

. B
us

h
(2

00
5-

20
08

)

Four-Year Annualized Returns of U.S. Large Cap Stocks

Average:
Democratic Presidents = 14%
Republican Presidents = 9%



In order to further explain the relationship between the political party in the White House and the historical performance of 
the U.S. stock market, we have provided a line chart of the S&P 500 Index® since the beginning of Ronald Reagan’s presidency 
in 1981. The blue line segments on the chart represent the time periods when a Democratic president was in office and the 
red line segments represent the time periods when a Republican president was in office. The chart provides another visual, 
historical representation of stock market strength under Democratic presidents, but it also reminds us of other significant 
events that have taken place in recent decades. Some of these events may have had little connection to the political party in 
the White House and they represent how the correlation of political parties and stock market returns may simply be lucky (or 
unlucky) timing. As an example, the tech bubble peaked near the end of the term of a Democratic president, but the brunt of the 
market correction occurred during the term of the new Republican president. Is it then fair to conclude that the bear market was 
the result of the new Republican president? Of course not. It was simply a function of the timing of market events that occurred 
around the change in the White House.As a second example, we look at the two most recent events shown on the chart above, 
the resurfacing of Greece’s debt crisis and China’s stock market bubble. Both of these events introduced volatility into U.S. 
financial markets. This is not entirely surprising because as markets become more global, we are seeing that international events 
can also have a significant impact on U.S. domestic markets. The important thing to note here is that events like this can occur 
independently of the political leanings of the U.S. president. Because other 
factors are expected to have an impact on market performance, we caution 
investors against using presidential elections and election cycles as the sole 
basis for investment decisions.  

In conclusion, while the historical statistics around presidential elections 
and stock market performance have produced some interesting results, we 
believe that investors should continue to stick to their long-term investment 
strategies as the 2016 presidential election approaches.

Source: Bloomberg; National Bureau of Economic Research; GWCM analysis. Past performance is no guarantee of future results.
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presidential election approaches.
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The opinions expressed in this material represent the current, good faith views of Great-West Capital Management, LLC (GWCM) 
and its portfolio managers, analysts, traders and other investment personnel at the time of publication and are provided for 
limited purposes, are not definitive investment advice, and should not be relied on as such. The information presented in this 
report was developed internally and/or obtained from sources believed to be reliable; however, GWCM does not guarantee the 
accuracy, adequacy or completeness of such information. Predictions, opinions and other information contained in this report 
are subject to change continually and without notice of any kind and may no longer be true after the date indicated. 

Any forward-looking statements speak only as of the date they are made, and GWCM assumes no duty to and does not undertake to update forward-looking 
statements. Forward-looking statements are subject to numerous assumptions, risks and uncertainties, which change over time. Actual results could differ materially 
from those anticipated in forward-looking statements. 

Past performance, where discussed in this material, is not a guarantee of future results. As with any investment, there is a potential for profit as well as the possibility of loss. This 
material is not an endorsement of any index or sector and is not a solicitation to offer investment advice or sell products or services offered by GWCM or its affiliates. 

A benchmark index is not actively managed, does not have a defined investment objective, and does not incur fees or expenses. Therefore, performance of a fund will 
generally be less than its benchmark index. You cannot invest directly in a benchmark index.

Where information obtained from Morningstar: ©2015 Morningstar, Inc. All Rights Reserved. The information contained herein: (1) is proprietary to Morningstar and/or 
its content providers; (2) may not be copied or distributed; and (3) is not warranted to be accurate, complete or timely. Neither Morningstar nor its content providers are 
responsible for any damages or losses arising from any use of this information. 

S&P 500® is a registered trademark of Standard & Poor’s Financial Services LLC and has been licensed for use by Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company. 
Morningstar® and Morningstar® DirectSM are owned by Morningstar, Inc. S&P 500® is a registered trademark of Standard & Poor’s Financial Services LLC and has been 
licensed for use by Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company. 

Great-West Financial® refers to products and services provided by Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company (GWL&A), Corporate Headquarters: Greenwood 
Village, CO; Great-West Life & Annuity Insurance Company of New York (GWL&A of NY), Home Office: White Plains, NY; and their subsidiaries and affiliates, including 
GWCM. The trademarks, logos, service marks, and design elements used are owned by their respective owners and are used by permission. ©2015 Great- West Life & 
Annuity Insurance Company. All rights reserved. PT255485 (01/2016) 
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