
Professor Hubert Bray 

Math 89S 

5 October 2017 

The Impediments to the 1992 Ross Perot Presidential Campaign 

Ross Perot was running as an Independent third-party candidate against George H.W. 

Bush and Bill Clinton.  Perot’s first major difficulty faced in this election was simply getting on 

the state ballots, something many third-party candidates fail to do.  The domination of the 

two-party system provided Perot with a platform to speak against the governmental system with 

an outsider perspective without a hypocritical backspin, but this domination also led to Perot’s 

ultimate inability to procure enough electoral votes to win any sort of majority.  Nevertheless, 

Perot’s success as an Independent candidate is still a great historical feat, and his appeals to the 

working-class people gave him this opportunity.  

Texas Billionaire Ross Perot, a man with absolutely no political experience or party 

affiliation at the time, ran for President in the 1992 election as an Independent candidate and won 

18.9% of popular vote (Leip).  After announcing his campaign on the Larry King Live on 

February 20th, 1992 more so as a challenge to the American people to see if they could get him 

on the ballot in all 50 states, Perot ended up polling high numbers which, at times, surpassed the 

two major party candidates, Bill Clinton and George H.W Bush.  Perot’s campaign is sometimes 

considered to be the “spoiler” that cost Bush the election.  Regardless of the validity of this 

statement, Perot’s campaign was an enigma.  Perot’s 19% of the popular vote was the greatest 

showing by a third-party candidate in the popular vote since Theodore Roosevelt in 1912. 



Despite his great success as a third-party candidate, Perot was still unable to reach anywhere near 

the success of the two majority party candidates, so why do we hold third-party candidates to a 

vastly different standard?  Why is a third-party candidate not seen to be as viable of an option? 

Perot’s Independent campaign faced many challenges cemented in the plurality voting system 

utilized in the United States with drawbacks including appealing to the masses, gaining access on 

a major media scale to the populous, receiving federal funding, and capturing electoral votes.  

Ross Perot based his campaign on a centrist platform.  His beliefs were common to many 

Americans, but more so than that, he appealed to an anti-establishment sentiment that was 

backed by the economic rut he claimed George H.W. Bush had placed the country into.  Perot 

stated, "the No. 1 issue is deficit spending, the debt, stabilizing the job base to have a growing 

dynamic tax base, because without that there's no way out of the trap we've gotten into" 

(Vaughan).  Exit polls from the election reveal that 61% of those polled believe that the economy 

and balancing the budget was the single greatest issue facing the US today (Wirthlin Group). 

Adding on to this, a similar exit poll asking subjects to rate the economy from “excellent”, 

“good”, “not so good”, and “poor” revealed that 47% chose “not so good”, 40% chose “poor”, 

and 0% chose “excellent” (Wirthlin Group).  A 1992 NES Study reveals that only 27%  of those 

polled claimed to be strong partisans with the other 73% falling evenly into categories of weak 

partisan, independent, and unaffiliated (Owen).  Perot’s lack of political experience made his 

statements regarding the failures of the political parties recently even more believable, as he 

seemed to be a “change-of-pace” candidate to many Americans.  



One major failure of the Perot campaign was the him bowing out of the campaign on July 

16th, less than four months before the polls opened.  As indicated by the appendices, Perot 

reached peak poll status in mid-May, 1992 where he surpassed both Bush and Clinton.  The 

graphs do not indicate the data coming in just before Perot’s withdrawal from the race where he 

was polling in the mid 20s.   Even considering this caveat, Perot withdrew from the campaign 

polling numbers relatively close to both of the major party candidates, and when he reentered the 

race, he was polling 8 points: a record low for Perot.  American perception of Perot was also at 

an all-time low as the public viewed him as a “quitter” and felt betrayed by his revocation of 

campaign promises during his withdrawal period.  Popular American magazine Newsweek even 

published articles dubbing Perot, “The Quitter” (Newsweek).  He was never able to bridge the 

gap of his polling figures before and after his withdrawal from the campaign. 

Perot returned to the race on October 1st, with just over a month remaining before the 

polls opened leaving him at a drastic disadvantage whilst polling just 8 points.  

Perot managed to convince a fair amount of the American populous that, although he 

lacked experience, this would in fact be a benefit to them.  Perot famously responded to Bush’s 

dig at Perot’s lack of experience during the first Presidential debate with,  

"I don't have any experience in running up a $4 trillion. I don't have any experience in 

gridlocked government where nobody takes responsibility for anything and everybody 

blames everybody else. I don't have any experience in creating the worst public school 

system in the industrialized world, the most violent, crime- ridden society in the 

industrialized world. But I do have a lot of experience in getting thing done. So if it's time 



for action, I think I have the experience that counts. If it's more time for gridlock and talk 

and finger-pointing, I'm the wrong man" (Perot).  

Gallup polls taken on October 8, 1992 (before the first debate) and October 20, 1992 (after the 

final debate) reveal a 7 point increase in Perot’s polling figures (Gallup News).  Polls taken after 

both the first and third debates reveal that audiences believed Perot to be the “winner” of these 

two debates, with Clinton winning the intermediate.  Perot was somehow able to turn his 

complete lack of political experience into not only a basis for his stances, but a reason for voting 

for him.  This outsider perspective gained traction amongst his voters who were fed up with 

governmental inaction as perpetuated by the parties, and worse than this inaction, the economic 

downturn that many believed was prompted by Bush’s presidency.  Perot’s ability to abdicate 

political responsibility through his lack of experience allowed him to appeal to individuals who 

were beginning to lean aware from typical party affiliations. 

Perot’s platform generally seemed to be generalized stances lacking specificity as to how 

things are precisely going to get done.  What he claims to be his “specifics” on redeveloping the 

education system include, “Make learning the first priority” which is broad and entirely without 

specificity (Gordon).  Without detailed platform stances, Perot remains less divisive and more 

centrist.  He does not have to explain previous policies or political statements as he is just 

entering the political realm.  The lack of previous political experience means that there is less 

fodder for his opponents and the media to take advantage of or to question.  Many consider 

Perot’s stances to be the “radical center” with an anti-party sentiment and what would now be 



considered a “drain the swamp” mentality (Lind).  Simply, we may analyze Perot’s effect on the 

outcome of the election on a Unit Interval Model. 

 

If Clinton, Bush, and Perot were to be placed on the Unit Interval Model, a linear model 

of candidate stance with voter distribution of uniform density, with Bush on the right at 

approximately ¼  and Clinton on the left at approximately ¾ , Perot would be placed near the 

center of the model, as he is considered to be a centrist, although a somewhat radical one.  

Although the Unit Interval Model is an extremely simplified, two-dimensional model of an 

election, the theory behind it maintains some truth.  On this model of uniform density, the 

candidate closest to the center will be the Condorcet winner.  Though the game theory of a 

Condorcet method does not hold true in a plurality election, Perot (the center-most candidate) 

equally pulls votes from the left and the right (Clinton and Bush) rather than an imbalanced 

vote-stealing effect that many Bush supporters claim to have occurred.  Furthermore, from a 

statistical modeling of the election using exit polls and NES data, with Perot removed from the 

election, 49.5% of his voters would have voted for Bush, and 50.5% would have voted for 

Clinton, revealing precisely the information that the Unit Interval Model depicts.  Furthermore, 

with the option of Perot voters abstaining from the poll when Perot is removed, 44.1% would 

support Clinton and 36.1% would support Bush, with the remainder abstaining from the vote 

(Lacy).  Not only does this model reveal that Perot did not act as a spoiler for Bush, he in fact 

ended swayed more voters who otherwise would have voted for Clinton.  Political theory 



provides one major reason that Perot was unable to sweep the plurality election as the model 

implies he would of in an election using Condorcet methods: Duverger’s Law.  

Since the United States political model relies on a plurality system where the winner of 

an election requires a simple majority when there are two candidates, and the most votes out of 

all candidates when there are more candidates, Duverger’s Law proclaims that our system favors 

the emergence of two parties (Riker).  This law is a widely accepted political theory to explain 

the tendency towards the two-party system in simple-majority systems, and illuminates one 

reason why Perot was unable to receive any electorate votes.  Although on the Unit Interval 

Model, Perot, a centrist candidate, would have been considered the Condorcet winner, this 

remains unaccounted for using the plurality method.  

Furthermore, political theory also indicates, “Each elector has practically only a choice 

between two candidates or sets of candidates… Even if other candidates go to the poll, the 

electors usually find out that their votes will be thrown away, unless given in favor of one or 

other of the parties between whom the election really lies” (Riker). This “wasted vote” 

phenomenon as perpetuated by Duverger’s Law creates a stigma surrounding third-party voting. 

Strong proponents for either the Republican or Democratic candidate will ultimately vote for 

their respective favorable candidate, but strong opponents of a candidate with an “anyone but X” 

mentality will look for the candidate with the most viable chance of beating such an opponent 

rather than the most ideologically similar candidate.  Such a proposition, coupled with the 

“wasted vote” factor and Duverger’s Law which both reveal third parties to be unrealistic as 

winners of presidential plurality elections, theorize why Perot was unable garner more votes after 



the intense grassroots support movement he gathered.  This “wasted vote” mentality is supported 

by a 2008 and 2012 poll where individuals were asked if they would consider voting for a third 

party.  Around 40% of voters each respective year claimed they would consider voting third 

party, and fewer than 2% of voters ended up voting for a third party in the election (Lacy).  This 

poll, although after Perot’s campaign, highlights the wasted vote fear of many citizens.  Perot 

running as a third-party candidate is ultimately the factor that caused him to be unable to win the 

election. 

Another issue faced by Perot as an Independent candidate was simply getting onto the 

ballot in all 50 states and aiming to receive any electoral votes.  The grassroots movement for 

Perot began on Larry King Live with his statement to the public to get him on the ballot, and he 

would run.  Perot was able to get enough signatures to get him onto the ballot in all 50 states, 

even following the unnecessarily difficult, time-consuming, and costly requirements of states 

like North Carolina which requires 2% of registered voters to sign the petition, with a filing fee 

for every signee, filed within specific counties, and submitted in alphabetical order (Holmes). 

Additionally, Perot was unable to receive federal funding for his campaign as Bush and Clinton 

did since third-party candidates can receive funding if their party received at least 5% of the vote 

in the previous presidential election (FEC).  Since Perot was an unaffiliated Independent 

candidate, he was not eligible for any such federal funding.  Bush and Clinton both received 55 

million in federal subsidies for this election cycle which would put a typical third-party candidate 

at a strong disadvantage, but Perot’s personal wealth allowed him to finance nearly 60 million, 

over 40 million for advertisements alone (Holmes).  Perot was able to use an unlimited amount 



of his personal wealth to fund his campaign giving him a distinct advantage to other third-party 

candidates.  In fact, Perot declined donations of more than $5 which allowed him to portray 

himself as a grassroots candidate, denying donations from PACs, when in reality, it was simply 

so he could bypass many FEC guidelines whilst individually funding his campaign.  Therefore, 

Perot’s campaign disadvantage was not financial nor was it about gaining media access, but it 

was inherently political, lying most intensely in the hurdle presented by Duverger's Law. 

Perot’s portrayal of himself with an outsider perspective on the political realm is 

precisely what allowed him to portray himself as a grassroots candidate working for the common 

man.  The fact that he did not accept donations of more than $5 reaffirmed this grassroots ideal, 

and through an entirely grassroots movement, he was able to get on the ballot in all 50 states. 

His mobilization of his voters was quite impressive, and in fact, his campaign increased overall 

voter turnout.  According to exit poll data as well as mathematical models of the election, 

approximately 24% of Perot voters would have abstained if Perot had not run (Lacy).  Thus, the 

mere existence of Perot’s campaign increased voter turnout for the 1992 Presidential election by 

3%.  The mobilization of voters who otherwise would not have voted reveals Perot’s direct 

appeal to the people. 

Not only does Duverger’s Law present a dilemma for third-party candidates in plurality 

elections, but this issue is heightened by the existence of the electoral college.  Perot was able to 

garner almost 19% of the popular vote, and yet he did not receive a single electoral vote.  For a 

candidate to receive electoral votes, they must not just gain support across the country, but in 

condensed pockets of the populous. Perot’s 19% of the popular vote was spread out around the 



country.  In Maine, Perot received 30.5% of the popular vote, but was still unable to beat out 

Clinton for any electoral votes (Leip).   Candidates typically find it easier to gain regional 

support in their home states, but Perot faced the challenge of competing with a fellow Texan for 

these votes. Perot’s lack of regional support when combined with his inability to receive a 

majority of the votes on a national scale proved it impossible for him to win any electoral votes. 

The strength of the two-party system in the United States as perpetuated by plurality 

system in the United States greatly limits the opportunities for the success of a third party 

candidate through the sheer game theory of such plurality elections.  Once in power, the main 

goal of the two major parties is to remain in power as a major party.  Thus, the passage of the 

Federal Election Campaign act and the creation of the Federal Election Commission (FEC) and 

Commission on Presidential Debates (CPD) ended up setting some limitations on the major 

parties, such as donor disclosure requirements and contribution limitations, but they also directly 

limit the capabilities of third parties.  The federal government does not give any funding to 

candidates whose parties did not receive at least 5% of the popular vote in the previous election 

cycle.  Furthermore, the CPD is the sponsor of the presidential debates, which in recent history 

have been one of the greatest, most influential forums for candidates to gain mass media 

attention.  The CPD selects which candidates can participate through a slightly confusing process 

that changes from year to year.  As stated on the CPD website for the 2016 debates, these were 

the candidate selection processes: 

“candidates must appear on a sufficient number of state ballots to have a mathematical 

chance of winning a majority vote in the Electoral College, and have a level of support of 



at least 15% of the national electorate as determined by five selected national public 

opinion polling organizations, using the average of those organizations’ most recently 

publicly-reported results at the time of the determination.” 

By the 15% rule as put in place in 2000, Perot would have been unable to even be represented in 

the debate, as he was polling around the 10% mark at his time of reentry.  Perot was only a 

participant in the 1992 debate due to the fact that Bush, during late September, was still refusing 

to participate in the debates due to the format, so the CPD stated that it would be possible for a 

debate to take place without Bush as there were two willing participants (Holmes). 

Nevertheless, even in the 1996 presidential election, Perot was not allowed to participate in the 

debates, and most third parties are unable to participate as well since the required polling figures 

prove to be too great.  The CPD is an establishment that allows the major party candidates to 

remain in the spotlight as supported by the strict guidelines and the bipartisan creation of the 

commission in 1987. 

The institutional barriers placed on third party candidates proved too great to be 

overcome by Ross Perot.  Nonetheless, Perot was one of the most successful third-party 

candidates in the US since the establishment of the electoral college system.  Perot’s greatest 

asset was his money.  His disposable income allowed him to gain media access that most third 

party candidates fail to do, and money proved to be the most important aspect of the success of 

his campaign.  Perot’s failure to win a single electoral vote in the election reveals the great 

disadvantage third party candidates have in the US political climate as compared to the major 

parties.  Duverger’s Law and the wasted vote phenomenon proved to be theories that could not 



be overcome with money.  The solid establishment and continual media coverage of the two 

major parties has cemented them as the only viable candidates in an election cycle, no matter the 

platforms of any third party candidates.  

 

  



Appendices: 

 

Source: David Leip 

 

Table 1: Gallup Poll April-September ,1992 

 

Table 2: Gallup Poll September-November, 1992 

Source: David Leip 
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