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The Midterm Election Won’t Fix US Politics
di David W. Brady e Michael Spence

US voters may well embrace the Democratic Party in this year’s midterm elections. But
neither that outcome nor the 2028 election is likely to lead to a realignment of US
politics that delivers a government capable of sustaining policies long enough to

address the problems the country faces.

STANFORD/MILAN — With political turmoil roiling the United States, talk about this
year’s midterm congressional elections in November is already picking up steam. In
last year’s key elections, the Democrats racked up a string of victories, including in
gubernatorial votes in New Jersey and Virginia, special elections to Virginia’s General
Assembly, and mayoral races in Miami and New York City. While this bodes well for
the Democrats in the coming midterms, US politics is likely to remain dysfunctional

for a long time to come.

Japanese Prime Minister Takaichi Sanae gambled big when she called an early election
to strengthen her mandate. Now that her bet has paid off with an overwhelming

victory and a huge majority in the Diet's lower house, what will she do next?

In the 2024 presidential election, Donald Trump and his opponent, former Vice
President Kamala Harris, each won over 90% of their respective parties’ votes. But
an expansive YouGov survey project showed that among the votes Harris lost to
Trump were those of Democrats who identified inflation as the most important issue
(12%). Among Independents who felt that inflation, the economy, and immigration
were the three most important issues (20%, 15%, and 12%, respectively), Trump beat

Harris by more than 40 points.

Last year’s Democratic victories reflect the same economic concerns, but with

different results. As of the end of 2025, US voters viewed inflation (24%) and jobs and
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the economy (16%), together with health care (11%), as the most important issues,

according to an Economist/YouGov poll. But, unlike in 2024, Democrats were viewed

as better equipped to address them. Even Republicans who list these among their
high-priority issues are 10-15% less likely to say they will vote for the party in the 2026

midterms than Republicans who do not cite these issues.

The bigger problem for Republicans are Independents, more than two-thirds of whom
now disapprove of Trump’s handling of the economy and inflation. When asked
whether they would vote Democrat or Republican in the midterms, they gave
Democrats a 16% lead. Since the Democrats have to flip only five seats to gain a

majority in the House of Representatives, their chances of success appear strong.

But while Democratic control of the House would put a damper on some of the Trump
administration’s policies, it would not herald a significant shift in the US political
landscape. Instead, America’s two main political parties will continue to hand power

back and forth, as has been the case for the last few decades.

To be sure, the Democrats enjoyed 48 years of dominance beginning in 1932, at the
peak of the Great Depression. But since Republican candidate Ronald Reagan won the
1980 presidential election, leadership has constantly changed hands. Reagan secured
a second term in 1984, but Republicans lost the Senate two years later. The GOP’s
George H.W. Bush won the presidency in 1988, but Democrat Bill Clinton denied him

a second term in 1992.

In the 1994 midterms, Republicans won the House for the first time in 40 years. While
Clinton secured re-election in 1996, he was succeeded by Republican President
George W. Bush, who not only served two consecutive terms but also benefited from

six years of GOP control of Congress.

Democratic President Barack Obama was elected in 2008, but in the 2010 midterms,
Republicans picked up a whopping 64 House seats. While Obama won again in 2012,
he was succeeded by Trump. Again, however, Republicans lost control of the House
in the 2018 midterms. In the 2020 election, Trump was defeated by Obama’s former

vice president, Joe Biden.
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Whatever elation the Democrats felt was tempered in the 2022 midterms, when they
lost the House, and snuffed out when Trump won a second presidency in 2024. The
impending midterms are likely again to shift the balance — but only just. America’s

political pendulum will continue to oscillate.

A key reason for this is that governments and leaders often lose their shine once they
are in office — and not just in the US. France’s government has an approval rating of

just 16%, according to a December 2025 YouGov poll. The British government is not

doing much better, at 17%. Approval ratings are slightly higher in Germany (25%), and
in Denmark, Italy, and Spain —all above 30% — but even in these countries, majorities
disapprove of their leaders.

Citizens complain that their leaders have failed to address major challenges, such as
slow growth, inflation, a lack of affordable housing, inequality, and climate change.

More than half of people in the US and Europe consider public pensions to be too

low, and a significant share of young people believe that the pension system will not

be working or solvent when they are ready to retire.

But many of these problems are very hard to solve, especially before the next election
arrives, and the public rarely trusts their leaders enough to give them more time. So,
when an incumbent fails to deliver results, voters often decide to give the opposition
a chance. These constant reversals make it difficult to sustain policies long enough to
make a difference, and the resulting policy uncertainty can discourage long-term
investment. Meanwhile, the lack of progress reinforces mistrust in elected officials,
potentially leading voters to turn on the “establishment” altogether and embrace

populist “disruptors” who compound the uncertainty.

In the US, frustration with powerful elites is one of the few sentiments that spans the

political spectrum. The last Economist/YouGov poll of 2025 showed that 91% of

Democrats, 75% of Republicans, and 83% of Independents think political institutions
have been “captured by the rich and powerful.” Moreover, 80% of Democrats, 70%
of Republicans, and 80% of Independents agree that important political decisions are

largely made behind closed doors, without public accountability.
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US voters may well embrace the Democratic Party in this year’s midterms. But neither
this year’s midterm election nor the presidential election in 2028 is likely to lead to a
significant realignment of US politics or deliver a government capable of sustaining
policies long enough to address the problems the country faces. In the coming years,

we can expect more political paralysis than policy progress.



