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François Hollande's spin doctors must be pulling their hair out. Just as the 

economy began to show signs of picking up, the social climate deteriorated. A 

few days before the kick-off of the Euro 2016, we still do not know whether there 

will be any pilots on Air France aircraft or if the SNCF's trains will be running. The 

president has not yet reaped any political gain from the recent decline in 

unemployment, the most significant economic variable in the political sphere. 

Extending a previous report, we re-assess here the probabilities of victory of the 

candidates for the 2017 presidential elections. 

 
Economy  + Social Climate  = Politics  

Three months have passed since the publication of our inaugural report on the elections 
to be held in France in 2017, first in April-May for the presidential elections, then in June 
for the legislative elections

1
. During this period, France's economic situation has 

improved
2
 but, conversely, the social climate has deteriorated sharply

3
.  

 On the one hand, the labour market is showing signs of recovery unseen since 2011 
and possibly even 2007 (chart lhs).  

 On the other, opposition to the reform of the labour code (El Khomri bill) took on 
unexpected proportions, in terms of its duration and intensity, with a negative impact 
for François Hollande's approval ratings and those of his ministers (chart rhs).  

 

These two trends may influence the positioning of the declared or presumptive 
candidates for the 2017 elections. Can the net impact of these opposing forces be 
evaluated? To attempt this, we have updated our 2017 election forecasting model 
factoring in recent developments within the main political parties.  
 

France: annual change in number of unemployed France: François Hollande's approval ratings 

  
Sources: DARES, TNS Sofres, Oddo Securities 

 Let us start by examining the political forces and their recent changes. 
 

 Socialist party (PS) – This party comprises multiple political strands, but for 

simplicity's sake let us say that it is first and foremost divided between a relatively 
reformist wing (henceforth exclusive to the government) and a wing hostile to the 
dominance of the market economy. In these conditions, opposition to the "Jobs Act " 
has only strengthened this fracture. The government was so unsure of securing a 
majority of socialist MPs to have this law passed that it had to resort to a special 

                                                           

 
1
 See our Economic report of 22 March 2016, "French elections in 2017: a user's guide". 

2
 See the following editions of our twice-monthly publication Focus-France: "France: bank loans are flourishing" (6 April), "Why be relatively upbeat on 

France?" (22 April), "A positive outlook for investment" (4 May). 
3
 See the following editions of our twice-monthly publication Focus-France: "Can France's economy be reformed?" (18 May), "Sabotage!" (1 June) 
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procedure which exempts it from holding a vote (10 May). In 2015, the “Macron bill” for 
liberalising the economy was adopted via the same channel. The results for the 
government and Prime Minister Manuel Valls are mixed, to say the least. He has been 

unwavering in his economic stance (reform is a necessity) and taken a firm hand with a 
party faction which, although a minority, is highly active thanks to its support in certain 
protest movements. But the divorce within the Socialist Party seems complete, which is 
never good in a run-up to an election, especially when all the interim elections have 
been lost since 2013. To complicate matters, the Socialist reformers are split in terms of 
who their real champion is: the President, the Prime Minister or the Minister of the 
Economy, Emmanuel Macron. Buoyed by his respectable levels of popularity (which 

are actually higher among right-wing voters than with the Socialists’ voter base), he 
launched his own political movement called “En marche” (or Forward) on 6 April, 

proclaiming major political ambitions. 
 
 The Republicans (LR) – The right wing’s main party is in an odd situation. Eleven 

candidates have already been declared for the Primaries scheduled for 20 November
4
, 

but the competition seems to be on hold. Everyone is waiting for party leader and 
former President Nicolas Sarkozy to officially announce his candidacy (about which no 

one is in any doubt). Since the deadline is 25 August, an announcement might be made 
in July. All of the opinion polls point to a duel between Mr Sarkozy and former Prime 
Minister Alain Juppé. Since the latter is currently expected to win by a large margin, he 

is careful to avoid any risks. The other candidates are trying to gain from the situation 
and jockeying for position by publishing books, but with varying degrees of success. 
 
 The Front National (FN) – Marine Le Pen’s party has been out of the media 

limelight recently. But why make an effort when your opponents are already tearing 
themselves apart (Socialist Party) or about to do so (LR)? Why go to the trouble of 
denouncing the European Union’s shortcomings when they are highlighted so clearly in 
the Brexit referendum or the extremely precarious agreement with Turkey for stemming 
migrant flows? In addition, a series of opinion polls tip Ms Le Pen as one of the 
candidates for the second-round run-off for the Presidency.  
 
 The far-left – The recent social unrest is good news for the different personalities 

aspiring to represent this disparate camp to the left of the Socialists. They can now 
claim that the left’s ideals are no longer upheld by the current Socialist government and 
that a political alternative is therefore needed. The goal would be to create a movement 
which could hope for success at the ballot box, following in the footsteps of Syriza in 
Greece or Podemos in Spain. This is easier said than done. The ecologists are in 
complete disarray, victims of internecine squabbling, and their former leader Cécile 
Duflot has little influence. The communists do not have a known leader. Jean-Luc 
Mélenchon, the unrepentant defender of Hugo Chavez and Chavism, is making the 

most of his skills as an orator and popularity in the polls to try to take command of the 
far-left. He has already announced his candidacy for the Presidential elections, perhaps 
to expunge memories of his poor showing in 2012. Some of the rebel faction of the 
Socialist Party are waiting in the wings, poised to announce their candidacy if the 
opportunity arises.  
 

How have these developments changed the various candidates’ chances of 
victory in the 2017 elections? To measure this, we have updated our forecasting 
model by factoring in the latest opinion polls (see appendix). At the time of writing, 

there is no certainty that François Hollande will stand for re-election. This is obviously of 
major importance - if he does not, this will open up greater divisions between both wings 
of the Socialist party, and perhaps also within each wing. We could therefore imagine 
multiple or dissident Socialist candidates. Initially, we saw 20% probability of François 
Hollande’s not running. In light of the aforementioned points, we see no need to review 
this assumption. While the President’s popularity is still very low, the improved 
economic data suggest that the worst might now be behind him. The prerequisite for 
François Hollande's candidacy is a fall in unemployment… and we are starting to see 
the first signs of this downtrend.  
 

The updating of our model primarily enables us to assess the chances of reaching a 
second round in the presidential elections. According to the latest polls, the probabilities 
are more or less unchanged compared with our evaluation in March. Marine Le Pen still 
has a close to two-thirds chance of qualifying, whilst Alain Juppé has around half. 
François Hollande chances are down sharply, with those of Nicolas Sarkozy are stable 
at a low level, since he is well behind in all of the polls relating to the primary elections 
at the right-wing party.  
 

                                                           

 
4
 Announcing a candidacy and actually being a candidate are not the same thing because a certain number of sponsors need to be obtained. The 

competition could be limited to just five or six candidates for LR. 
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The most likely scenario, but a long way from being the only one, remains a dual 
between Alain Juppé and Marine Le Pen. In this configuration, to date no poll 
predicts victory for Marine Le Pen, or even has her drawing level with the former 
Prime Minister. This suggests that the probability of her being the next president is 

very low (10%, +1 point vs March) whilst Alain Juppé is the strongest of all of the 
candidates. 
 

 
 
We will be making another assessment after the summer break. The summer period 
generally signals a truce in political life, but a number of new pieces of information 
should be known by then. For the socialists, a meeting of the national council is 

planned for 18 June to lay down the conditions of a possible primary election. Will this 
be a primary that is open to several candidates with real competition, or will it be 
organised so that all potential obstacles for François Hollande can be avoided? In the 
second case, a number of rebels might be tempted to defect and stand irrespective of 
the rules. For the Republicans, the announcement of Nicolas Sarkozy’s candidacy 

during the summer would likely intensify the debate. After the competition on manifestos 
(which is fairly uninteresting), the competition between the potential candidates can 
finally begin. For the Front National, the elements of surprise are external rather than 

internal. A vote in favour of Brexit would be well received. If the British public can vote to 
leave the EU, then why should the French not be similarly consulted?  
 
 
Appendix: the methodology of the forecast model 
Our model evaluates the probability of victory in the second round of the 2017 presidential election, 
using a sequential process, firstly covering the nomination of the candidates (via the primaries), 
then to the race itself (first round) and lastly the dual of the second round. At each stage we follow 
a probabilistic approach, meaning that we generate random scores for each of the candidates 
derived from the latest available polls. Vote transfer matrices enable us to envisage certain 
alliances. For further details please refer to our Economic Report published on 22 March: "French 
elections in 2017: a user's guide". 

  
 

  

March June March June

Le Pen 65 64 Juppé 38 40

Juppé 44 46 Hollande 19 14

Hollande 30 24 Le Pen 9 10

Sarkozy 11 11 Sarkozy 8 8

Total right (ex FN) 73 78 Total right (ex FN) 61 66

Total left 57 53 Total left 30 24

2017 Presidential election model

Probability of reaching the second 

round

Probability of w inning the second 

round
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