What to Look for in the 2020 Election
Lee Hannah – Wright State University
This is the second time that I have taught a course focused on the presidential election. I’ll review
what I anticipated in 2016 and what I learned. Finally, I’ll talk about how I think 2020 is similar and
how it looks different. This essay is focused on prediction and why the 2016 election was
particularly difficult to anticipate. This paper focuses on prediction and the challenges inherent in
making inferences from the polls. I do not exhaustively cover additional factors that contributed to
this result (e.g., campaign tactics, party platforms, mobilization, etc.), which are surely important,
but outside of the scope of this paper.
Reviewing my notes from 2016
In 2016, I made the cases for a narrow victories and landslides for both candidates. Here are my
slides from Election Day on November 8, 2016.

Of course, a Clinton win was the conventional wisdom at the time. And I will continue to think that
that was a reasonable assumption. While some on the left were too dismissive of Trump’s chances,1
there’s plenty of evidence that even people on the Trump team were not that confident on election
night.2 3 4 And remember, these individuals had access to all of the campaign’s internal polling. Also,
some people who have bragged that they called it might have done so because that is the outcome
they desired. So, I would at least review what some of these individuals said in previous elections
before crediting them with accurately predicting the 2016 election.5 6

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/nate-silver-election-forecast_n_581e1c33e4b0d9ce6fbc6f7f
https://www.gq.com/story/inside-donald-trumps-election-night-war-room
3 https://www.vulture.com/article/election-day-2016-msnbc-oral-history.html
4 https://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/2016-election-day/uncertain-trump-team-prepared-2-speeches-election-night-sourcesn681511
5 https://www.politico.com/story/2012/11/pundits-who-predicted-wrong-083447
6 https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/rubycramer/five-people-who-thought-john-mccain-would-win-4xvn
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I made the case for a Trump win based on the best reporting and most logical route that I could see
from the polls and the Electoral College. Of course, some people from the left and the right did
credibly see a Trump victory as a possibility, or even likely either by seeing a reasonable path for
Trump7 8 or by noting that his message was more resonant9 10 than some had realized. I was not one
of them – but to my credit, I did accurately predict the conditions that would put Trump in a strong
position.
I then went on to incorrectly predict something between a narrow victory and a landslide for
Clinton. My super accurate projection did accurately call that Trump was in position to flip Ohio
and Iowa, but like many others, I had a working theory that Hispanic voters would go in larger
numbers towards Clinton, allowing her to win North Carolina and Florida.

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-trump-could-win-the-white-house-while-losing-the-popular-vote/
Nate Silver on Election Day 2016 - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gYi6Ibf3e0o
9 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/mar/07/donald-trump-why-americans-support
10 https://michaelmoore.com/trumpwillwin/
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Even though I was deeply engaged in election news and felt that something was different about
Ohio, I really didn’t give enough consideration to the chances of Wisconsin, Michigan, and
Pennsylvania going to the Republicans. The states in this so-called ‘Blue Wall,’ had not been carried
by a Republican since George H.W. Bush in 1988. Admittedly, that was a major blind spot for me
and many others watching the election.11
Explaining the 2016 result
I. Late deciders
Of course, the “right answer” from my slides was a narrow victory for Donald Trump. In particular,
he was polling within the margin of error in a number of states – and there was movement in his
direction even in those states where he was not within the margin. And as Pew Research noted, 12
“[S]ome states that turned out to be key to Trump’s victory had few, if any, public polls in the
field in the last few days before the election. All evidence suggests that more undecided voters
swung to Trump than to Clinton in those last days, a trend most state polls were unable to detect
as they had already stopped interviewing.”

The exit polls showed that late deciders in key swing states broke towards Donald Trump by large
margins. In Florida, late deciders broke towards Trump by a 17-point margin (55% Trump, 38%
Clinton), in Michigan by an 11-point margin (50% T, 39% C), in Pennsylvania by 17 points (54% T,
37% C). Most dramatically, late deciders in Wisconsin broke towards Trump by a 29-point margin
(59% T, 30% C).

Source13

Why the late movement towards Donald Trump? One answer is that Jim Comey’s letter pushed
many undecided voters away from Hillary Clinton. Here is an excerpt from the front page of the
New York Times on October 29, 2016, the day after the Comey letter was released.14
Everything was looking up for Hillary Clinton. She was riding high in the polls, even seeing an
improvement on trustworthiness. She was sitting on $153 million in cash. At 12:37 p.m. Friday,
her aides announced that she planned to campaign in Arizona, a state that a Democratic
presidential candidate has carried only once since 1948.

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/wisconsin-was-never-a-safe-blue-state/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/2019/11/19/a-field-guide-to-polling-election-2020-edition/
13 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/11/17/how-america-decided-at-the-very-last-moment-to-electdonald-trump/
14 https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/29/us/politics/donald-trump-hillary-clinton.html
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Twenty minutes later, October delivered its latest big surprise.
The F.B.I. director’s disclosure to Congress that agents would be reviewing a new trove of emails
that appeared pertinent to its investigation into Mrs. Clinton’s private email server — an
investigation that had been declared closed — set off a frantic and alarmed scramble inside Mrs.
Clinton’s campaign and among her Democratic allies, while Republicans raced to seize the
advantage.
In the kind of potential turnabout rarely if ever seen at this late stage of a presidential race,
Donald J. Trump exulted in his good fortune. “I think it’s the biggest story since Watergate,” he
said in a brief interview, adding, “I think this changes everything.”
He promised to batter Mrs. Clinton as a criminal in the race’s final week and a half. And
Republican House and Senate candidates gleefully demanded to know whether their Democratic
opponents were sticking by Mrs. Clinton.

There is a clear drop in her standing in the polls after the release of the Comey letter (Note: The
other big October Surprise, the Access Hollywood video was released on October 7). She was also
losing late deciders for other reasons. And her issues were showing up in Congressional districts
too.15

Source16

II. Third parties added uncertainty to the result
As is often the case, support for third parties peaked in the late summer of 2016 and then slowly
tapered off over the course of the election. While the Libertarian candidate, Gary Johnson, and Green
candidate, Jill Stein, were never a threat to carry a state, they both were better known challengers
than third party candidates in 2004, 2008, and 2012.

15
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https://twitter.com/ToddEberly/status/1321782021832773632
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-comey-letter-probably-cost-clinton-the-election/
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Meanwhile, even though a number of third party voters are committed to their party and their vote,
some percent of these voters are expressing a frustration with the major parties and their candidates.
Of the latter group, some will keep to their stated preference and vote for a third party, but many
will decide at the last minute to pull the lever for one of the two major party candidates. And sure
enough, more voted for Trump. According to the New York Times:18
A postelection survey by Pew Research, and another by Global Strategy Group, a Democratic
firm, re-contacted people who had taken their polls before the election. They found that
undecided and minor-party voters broke for Mr. Trump by a considerable margin — far more
than usual. Similarly, the exit polls found that late-deciding voters supported Mr. Trump by a
considerable margin in several critical states. These three results imply that late movement
boosted Mr. Trump by a modest margin, perhaps around two points.

Source19

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2016-election-forecast/national-polls/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/upshot/a-2016-review-why-key-state-polls-were-wrong-about-trump.html
19 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/upshot/a-2016-review-why-key-state-polls-were-wrong-about-trump.html
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III. Neither candidate was viewed favorably
Surveys also showed that both candidates were very unpopular. In fact, they were the two least
popular candidates according to Gallup polls dating back to 1952. The next graph summarizes
respondents answer for their general opinion of each candidate on a 10 point positive (+5) to
negative (-5) scale.
Further, only 14% rated Trump as highly favorable (+4 or +5) compared to 21% for Clinton.
Meanwhile, 42% of respondents gave Trump a highly unfavorable score (-4 to -5) compared to 39%
for Clinton. In short, both candidates had polarizing numbers.

Source20

20

https://news.gallup.com/poll/197231/trump-clinton-finish-historically-poor-images.aspx
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To review, Trump overperformed with voters who decided late and with voters who we leaning
towards a third party. Consistent with this trend, Trump also won the votes of many respondents
who did not view him favorably.
Given the candidates’ low favorability numbers, analysts have looked back to understand the vote
choice of the ‘double haters.’ What did voters who had unfavorable views of both candidates do in
2016? According to exit polls, Trump carried these voters by a margin of 47 percent to 30 percent
(the remaining voters supported third parties).
IV. Polling Errors
Each of the aforementioned issues contributed to the polling errors in 2016. The education gap was
being talked about before the election result was known, but it still wasn’t being fully considered by
a number of pollsters. The infographic below was posted by NPR on Election Day.

Source21

Even though analysts were aware that the 2016 election might have a significant education gap, a
number of pollsters were not controlling for education, especially polls at the state-level.
Historically, the gap in vote preference and education was not so vast, meaning an
overrepresentation of college educated respondents would not disproportionately bias the polls. But
this was very problematic in 2016 and education level was a strong predictor of vote choice.

21

http://www.npr.org/2016/11/08/501069216/5-exit-poll-numbers-to-watch-on-election-night
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A review of polling by the New York Times explains how this became an issue for polls in 2016.
About 45 percent of respondents in a typical national poll of adults will have a bachelor’s degree
or higher, even though the census says that only 28 percent of adults (those 18 and over) have a
degree. Similarly, a bit more than 50 percent of respondents who say they’re likely to vote have a
degree, compared with 40 percent of voters in newly released 2016 census voting data.
This was a big deal in 2016, since Mrs. Clinton fared very well among well-educated voters. Her
lead might have increased by around four percentage points in a typical national survey that
wasn’t weighted by education. The effect shrinks in polls weighted more heavily, including by
party registration or past turnout, but there were virtually no public polls that were weighted this
way.23
To drive the point home further, the NYT showed that the surveys that did not weight for education
overestimated Clinton’s standing by about four points compared to polls that did weight for education.

Source24

Finally, Dave Wasserman noted25 in his September 2016 article titled “How Trump Could
Win the White House While Losing the Popular Vote,” the well-educated white voters that
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/upshot/a-2016-review-why-key-state-polls-were-wrong-about-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/upshot/a-2016-review-why-key-state-polls-were-wrong-about-trump.html
24 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/upshot/a-2016-review-why-key-state-polls-were-wrong-about-trump.html
25 https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-trump-could-win-the-white-house-while-losing-the-popular-vote/
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might have helped Clinton were concentrated in states that would not be battleground
states.

Source26

Putting it all together
In sum, the Trump campaign benefited from a number of significant shifts in the electorate
occurring beneath the surface. While a number of analysts gave the campaign a chance, it seems that
only in hindsight was there a clear pattern that helped to better understand the result.
Keep in mind, that this review of 2016 focused mainly on why the forecasts were generally off and
why most people looking closely at the data were surprised by the result. I believe these reasons
better explain the forecasting challenges than the ‘shy Trump voter’ theory.27 I did not go into depth
on the particulars of the candidates and their messages. The goal of this section is to point out how
neutral analysts would have struggled to find a path for Donald Trump within the available data on
the eve of the election.

26
27

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-trump-could-win-the-white-house-while-losing-the-popular-vote/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trump-supporters-arent-shy-but-polls-could-still-be-missing-some-of-them/
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How is the 2020 election different?
I will now take each of the factors that I mentioned and show how I think the 2020 election data
appears to show Joe Biden in a stronger position than Hillary Clinton.
I. Late deciders
The projections are likely to be more accurate during this election because there are fewer voters
who are reportedly undecided. The graph below shows that only 3% of respondents are undecided
at this time compared to 11% in 2016.

Source28

Just as in 2016, these remaining undecided voters could break disproportionately towards one
candidate, but there aren’t as many undecided voters in the 2020 electorate. Furthermore, due to the
pandemic, many voters have opted to vote early in-person or by mail. This means that last minute
October surprises or changes of heart will have less of an effect on voters.
As of November 1, over 94 million people have voted (39 million early in-person and 59 million by
mail) making up 68.2% of the size of the entire electorate in 2016.29 In some key states, early voting is
exceeding 2016 turnout.30
We are seeing that several key swing states are approaching their 2016 voting totals, but it is
dangerous to overinterpret early voting numbers as leading to an advantage for one candidate over
the other. Regardless, it shows a level of enthusiasm and engagement. And we can also see that the
electorate is going to look different than the one in 2016. Of the 94 million who have voted early, 25
million did not vote in 2016. Now, some of these voters were in the mix in the 2018 midterms.
The big question is, of these 25 million new voters, how many are voters are from the Obama
coalition that sat out in 2016?31 How many are younger voters who might disproportionately vote
for Democrats? And how many are new voters (e.g., weak Republicans who sat out of 2016, new
voters who support the president, new voters motivated by negative partisanship and fears of
Democratic leadership) who are enthusiastically coming out to support President Trump’s
reelection?32

https://morningconsult.com/2020/10/27/trump-biden-undecided-voters-polling/
https://electproject.github.io/Early-Vote-2020G/index.html
30 https://apps.texastribune.org/features/2020/texas-early-voting-numbers/
31 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/01/us/politics/Black-voters-Florida-Trump-Biden.html
32 https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2020-election/trump-s-winning-voter-registration-battle-against-biden-key-states-n1241674
28
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Dave Wasserman of the Cook Political Report tweeted, “In 2016, Clinton won the TX counties
containing Houston, Dallas and Austin by 541k votes. In 2018, Beto won them by 682k. Biden's likely
on pace to win them by 1 million+. And that's not even including San Antonio/El Paso.”33
Meanwhile, it’s less clear if rural voters come out in even larger numbers in 2020.34

Source35

II. Third parties
Just as there are fewer undecided voters in this election, there are also fewer third party supporters
according to the polls. In that way, there should be fewer surprises. We can look back at the selfreported third party voters in 2016 to see what they expect to do in 2016. According to the latest
polls, the majority of these voters (53%) will vote for Biden, compared to 21% for Trump.

Source36

III. Candidate favorability
We will continue to see a trend where negative partisanship and polarization leads to most
candidates being viewed unfavorably. Moreover, even popular candidates in the primary are often
unpopular after an onslaught of scrutiny and negative campaigning in the general election. Both
https://twitter.com/Redistrict/status/1322758836999098369
https://www.pennlive.com/opinion/2020/08/across-the-divide-rural-americans-will-turn-out-in-large-numbers-for-tumpdespite-lacking-hope-opinion.html
35 https://www.vox.com/21527600/early-vote-explained
36 https://morningconsult.com/2020/10/22/trump-biden-third-party-voters-polling/
33
34
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candidates stand in better position than the 2016 election. In particular, Trump has made positive
strides among Republicans (81% favorable in 2016 to 93% in 2020) and he is 13% up with
independents (at 45% favorable, up from 32%). Meanwhile, Biden is much more popular with
independents than Clinton (60% favorable compared to 40%) and modestly more popular with
Democrats.

Source37

Finally, earlier analyses (i.e., Spring of 2020) showed that Biden was favored 60% to 10% among this
group.38 39 Although that number has likely changed since those analyses, it appears that Biden is
doing better with this group than Clinton.
IV. Polling errors
Finally, we get to polling in this election. In the previous section, I showed that one of the biggest
problems was that pollsters were not weighting for education. Further, some pollsters left the field
as early as a week prior to the election, missing late minute movement. Three questions remain:
1. Were the errors in 2016 that unique?
2. Is there evidence that polls have improved since 2016?
3. Could Biden withstand a 2016-size polling error and still win?

https://news.gallup.com/poll/322292/candidate-favorable-ratings-2016-low.aspx
https://www.nationalreview.com/corner/keep-an-eye-on-the-double-haters/
39 https://www.politico.com/news/2020/05/12/donald-trump-haters-joe-biden-clinton-244629
37
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1. Were the errors in 2016 that unique?
First, we can look back at data of historic polling errors. First, let’s look across the board of polling
errors in statewide contests since 1998. The table below shows that the polls always have some error,
but sometimes the errors favor Republicans (e.g., R+) and other times they favor Democrats (e.g.,
D+). The same pattern holds if we just look at polling of swing states in presidential elections.

Source40

In short, polling errors are common, but they do not uniformly discount one party compared to the
other. Moreover, the polls in 2018 did seem to correct for some of the issues with education. The
graph on the next page shows the polling error in state presidential polls. In particular, only states
that were polled more than 15 times in the final 21 days of the election are included. In 2008, we see
error going in both directions, but the margins were very tight with the exception of Nevada.
Meanwhile, the polls in 2012 overestimated Romney’s strength in key battlegrounds. There is a
chance that Romney was polling a little better up until the final weekend, when Hurricane Sandy hit
the Eastern Seaboard.41 And of course in 2016, the polls uniformly overcounted Clinton supporters
with few exceptions (Colorado and Nevada).

40
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https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trump-supporters-arent-shy-but-polls-could-still-be-missing-some-of-them/
https://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/11/05/nov-4-did-hurricane-sandy-blow-romney-off-course/
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https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-accurate-have-state-polls-been/
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2. Is there evidence that polls have improved since 2016?
Fortunately, we have had another major election in between the presidential elections to see if
polling methods have improved. The evidence is that in general, the pollsters were slightly more
accurate in 2018 than in 2016. However, they are still undercounting Republicans in the Midwest
(e.g., negative numbers) and undercounting Democrats in the Southwest (e.g., positive numbers). In
fact, the polling errors were largest in the Southwest and undercounting Democratic strength.

Source43

43

https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2020-election/polls-could-be-wrong-may-help-biden-not-just-trump-n1244753

15

3. Could Biden withstand a 2016-size polling error and still win?
The polls disproportionately undercounted Trump’s margins in a number of states. However,
Biden’s numbers are stronger than Clinton’s. And the polling numbers have remained stable, much
like Trump’s approval rating over the last 4 years. However, he needs a larger lead to offset the
Democrats’ disadvantages in the Electoral College.

Source44

Source45
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trump-can-still-win-but-the-polls-would-have-to-be-off-by-way-more-than-in2016/?cid=taboola_rcc_r
45 https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/im-here-to-remind-you-that-trump-can-still-win/
44
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Despite what feels like a chaotic news cycle, approval of President Trump has been the most stable
of presidential administrations. Moreover, the horserace poll between Trump and Biden has also
been stable, much more than in previous elections.46

Source47

Final Projection
I’ve made the case for why I think Biden is in a stronger position than Hillary Clinton was four years
ago. However, election analysis often overlearns from the previous election and misses new
confounding factors that may explain the next. This was certainly the case in 2016, as the Clinton
team might have counted on some lessons from 2012. The data and microtargeting innovations48 of
the Obama team might have led the Clinton team astray. As Ed Kilgore observed after the 2016
election:
It is in that respect that just about everyone within and beyond the Clinton campaign erred in
crediting it with a state-of-the-art “ground game” worth a point or two wherever it was
deployed. Clinton had lots of field offices, to be sure. She had more money for get-out-the-vote
operations. Team Clinton did much, much more targeted outreach to key voters in key states
than did Team Trump. But in the end “Brooklyn’s” decisions were based on assumptions that
had very little to do with actual developments on the “ground;” its hypersophisticated sensitivity
to granular data about many millions of people made it fail to see and hear what was actually
happening in the lead-up to the election.

So, my working theory is that pollsters and analysts might be overlearning from the 2016 election.
Not only have the corrected for weighting in areas like education, but they may be overcorrecting to
make the electorate look like a best-case scenario for Trump. At a more granular level, pollsters
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/06/25/heres-how-bidens-polling-lead-over-trump-compares-with-past-presidential-races.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/11/02/henry-olsen-2020-president-congress-electionpredictions/?arc404=true
48 https://www.technologyreview.com/2012/12/19/114510/how-obamas-team-used-big-data-to-rally-voters/
46
47
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looking at Congressional district races report that the President is running behind his 2016 numbers
in the suburbs, with women, and with seniors.49

I would argue that Biden’s lead looks more like Obama’s in 2008 than it does Clinton’s in 2016.
There is a case to be made for Trump’s reelection, but it seems harder to make a data driven
argument. At this point, I think you can reasonably argue that Biden could get as few as 187 electoral
votes or as many as 409 electoral votes. I think Biden will benefit from strong Senate candidates in
Arizona and Georgia and that he has done enough in North Carolina to hang on. Although I have to
admit that I was tempted to give Trump all of the Southeast and give Biden Texas based on
momentum from 2018, but I will view Texas as fool’s gold for the Democrats until they actually win
a statewide contest there. I think there will be some surprises, but this is my best guess. You can all
tease me on Wednesday.
I can’t say that I’ve ever gone into an election day in this century certain of the winner. If Trump
pulls off a reelection, it will likely be a story of superior mobilization rather than persuasion,50 of
improving his numbers with black and Latino voters,51 or of a shy Trump vote that has been
projected by a few pollsters52 and political scientists.53 There is also an alternative scenario where a
protracted fight in the courts over the counting of absentee ballots also leads to a Trump victory.54

https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2020/10/polling-guru-who-predicted-trumps-2016-win-is-betting-on-biden
https://www.npr.org/2020/09/13/911460651/republicans-are-knocking-on-doors-democrats-arent-biden-s-campaign-says-thats-o
51 https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trump-is-losing-ground-with-white-voters-but-gaining-among-black-and-hispanicamericans/
52 https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2020/11/01/meta-divide-over-predicting-2020-election/
53 https://news.stonybrook.edu/facultystaff/maverick-modeller-helmut-norpoth-predicts-another-win-for-trump/
54 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/11/us/elections/vote-by-mail-election.html
49
50

18

And while I think I have provided a satisfactory explanation of why the polls missed in 2016, a 2020
miss given Biden’s current lead would really make us rethink polling and forecasting.55
How I’ll be watching
I’ll have the county results56 open from 2016. The New York Times recently published a helpful article
on ‘The Battleground Within the Battlegrounds’ that flags a few key counties to watch (although I
wish they had also included the turnout numbers).57 And I’ll try to figure out ways to be ok with the
uncertainty, it’s unlikely we know a winner right away.58 59I’ll be valuing accuracy over expediency
and trying to ignore a lot of the noise from partisans. I recommend waiting for the Associate Press
and others to communicate the results responsibly.60 61

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/02/upshot/polling-what-trump-needs-to-win.html
https://www.nytimes.com/elections/2016/results/president
57 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/politics/battleground-states-trumpbiden.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage
58 https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/election-results-timing/
59 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/10/27/upshot/election-results-timing.html
60 https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/how-the-ap-calls-races-and-what-to-expect-on-election-night
61 https://www.politico.com/news/2020/10/27/skeptics-guide-election-day-2020-432657
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