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Prologue
The States of Change: Demographics and Democracy project is a collaboration of the Bipartisan Policy Center, the Brookings
Institution, the Center for American Progress, and PRRI. The project began in 2014 and has been generously funded by the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation and the Democracy Fund. In year one, States of Change examined the changing
demography of the nation and projected the racial and ethnic composition of every state to 2060. The detailed findings,
available in the initial report, were discussed at the project’s February 2015 conference. In year two, the project’s leaders
commissioned six papers on the policy implications of the demographic changes, two each from different political perspectives
on the significance of the changes for the family, for the economy and workforce, and for the social contract. A second report,
released with the papers in February 2016, projected possible presidential election outcomes from 2016 to 2032 using data
from the project’s first report. In year three, the project commissioned two papers from political strategists on demographic
change and its impact on political campaigns. A third report, released at the project’s February 2017 conference, considered the
impact of demographic change on representation in the political system. This year, in conjunction with the release of a report on
presidential elections after the pattern-breaking results of the 2016 election, the project also releases these two papers looking
at future demographic coalitions and their impact on electoral outcomes.
The opinions expressed in these papers are solely those of the authors and do not reflect the views or opinions of the
Bipartisan Policy Center, PRRI, the Brookings Institution, or the Center for American Progress.
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While many still wonder just how Donald J. Trump ascended to
the presidency, there is a fair amount of consensus about
what drove his unlikely victory. Electorally, 2016 saw an
increase in white turnout, a drop in African American turnout,
and a reduced Democratic margin among most groups of
voters. These factors were particularly acute in the “blue
wall” states of Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, and Michigan, which
helped produce an Electoral College win for Trump, even
though he lost the popular vote.
It remains to be seen if these conditions endure. Even if they
do, it is certainly possible for Democrats to win back the White
House in 2020, simply because the underlying demographic
makeup of the country is changing. In particular, the growth of
“new minority” populations—Latinx and Asian Americans—
changes the composition of the electorate without any other
interventions. All things being equal (i.e., maintaining 2016
turnout and margin), projections suggest that a Democrat
would win the popular vote by 3.2 percent and the Electoral
College by 279 to 259.
But it seems likely that the dynamics will be different in
2020. In 2017 and 2018, there has been increased
Democratic energy and larger margins for Democratic
candidates. Since the 2016 elections, Democrats have won
39 special state legislative races held by Republicans.1 In
Virginia, Democrats won 15 seats held by Republicans and
won the governor’s mansion by a bigger margin than in
2013.2 National polls show more Democratic enthusiasm and
interest around participating in elections, a switch from the
Obama years when Republicans were more energized. This
year, there are more Democratic challengers running for
3

Congress, and at the individual candidate level, they are
outraising even Republican incumbents.3
In other words, it is not implausible that there will be higher
turnout for Democrats and better margins for the Democratic
nominee in 2020. We explore the different ways these
scenarios play out below. But we should also interject two
notes of caution.
• Third-party voting. There were an unusually high
number of third-party voters in 2016. We should not
assume third-party voting will be the same in 2020.
Indeed, if third-party voting returns to 2012 levels and
“extra” third-party votes are reallocated based on
underlying partisan preferences, the presidential race in
2020 could be a tie if 2016 turnout and voter
preferences are carried over.
• Republicans could also see increased margins or
turnout in their base. Even with better numbers for
Democrats, the GOP could make 2020 very competitive
if they can increase turnout and margins among white
non-college-educated voters, who outnumber white
college-educated voters in the electorate.
We explore these dynamics below, as well.
This paper primarily focuses on how changes in turnout and
margins, along with population growth among racial, ethnic,
and educational groups, can drive electoral outcomes. There
are other important dimensions missing from this analysis,
most importantly the role of gender. Where possible, we
speculate on how the changes in the Democratic margin
bipartisanpolicy.org
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among women—evident in the 2016 presidential election and
2017 Virginia gubernatorial election—could also affect future
presidential elections.

without a college education, who gave Clinton a scant 31.4
percent of the vote, a decline of 5 points relative to Obama
(36.5 percent of the vote). Clinton did better with collegeeducated whites, moving from 49.4 to 49.9 percent of the vote
In part because of the limitations of traditional measures of
and expanding the Democratic margin by almost 6 points. But
electoral turnout and support for candidates inherent in
this movement was not sufficient to overcome the bigger drop
common sources such as exit polls, this project relies on an
with white non-college voters. While white college-educated
original database built from a variety of public sources. As a
voters (79.1 percent) turn out at higher rates than those
number of commentators have noted, exit polls have problems without a college education (56.7 percent), there simply are
with accuracy due to a range of factors, including changes in
fewer college-educated voters in the electorate.6
how people vote (e.g., the rise of early voting and mail-in
ballots), sampling errors (e.g., how voters select precincts),
Second, there was a significant decline in African American
and interviewer bias (e.g., selection bias with respect to
turnout, from 62.1 percent down to 57.2 percent, and a big
4
respondents). The States of Change researchers developed
drop in Clinton’s share of the vote among African American
original turnout and support estimates by race, age, and
voters (93.7 percent Obama; 88.2 percent Clinton). While
education within states by combining a multitude of publicly
turnout increased among Latinx, Asian American, and other
available data sources, including the American Communities
minority voters, it was not sufficient to overcome the
Survey, the November supplement of the Current Population
simultaneous increase among white voters and the decline
Survey, the American National Election Study, the Cooperative among African American voters. Only among Asian American
Congressional Election Survey, postelection polling from the
and other minority voters did Clinton increase her margins and
Center for American Progress, and actual election returns
her share of the vote (54 percent Obama; 55.7 percent Clinton).
5
down to the county level. Combining these estimates with
projected demographic growth among different racial, ethnic, Finally, Clinton’s share of the vote among young voters declined.
and education groups has allowed this project to look at
Clinton only received 58.9 percent of their vote compared with
electoral effects at the state level over time under different
62.1 percent for Obama. Young voters did not support Trump—
presidential-year scenarios, as described below.
the Republican share of the youth vote declined from 34.9
percent to 31.6 percent—instead they turned to third-party
Despite the compelling evidence of problems with the exit
candidates. The 2016 race did, however, excite younger voters,
polls, this paper still uses their results in places where there
with their turnout increasing from 41.9 to 44.2 percent.
is no alternative data source. All other analysis comes from
the States of Change database.
These dynamics were particularly acute in Midwestern states
such as Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. In Wisconsin,
What Happened in 2016?
while the margin for Democrats among white non-college
voters dropped 13 points, turnout among African Americans
The 2016 election was quite different from 2012, when Barack
dropped by nearly 19 points. In Michigan, white turnout
Obama beat Mitt Romney by 4 points. First, turnout among
increased, while turnout among all minority groups declined.
white voters increased from 61.3 percent to 64 percent. At the
In Pennsylvania, Clinton’s margin declined across every group
same time, Hillary Clinton’s share of the white vote declined
but Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI) and other
by about 2.5 percent; this drop was driven by white voters
minority voters.
bipartisanpolicy.org
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Table 1: Actual 2016 Presidential Results
Percent
Clinton

Percent
Trump

Net shift in support for the
Democratic candidate, 2012-2016

Net shift in turnout,
2012-2016

Share of
voters, 2016

38.8

54.9

-.8

+2.7

73.4

Non-College

31.4

62.7

-6.2

+2.5

43.9

College

49.9

43.3

+5.9

+1.5

29.5

African American

88.2

8.4

-8.1

-4.9

11.9

Latinx

65.1

28.8

-3

+1.5

9.1

AAPI/Other Races

55.7

35.9

+8.3

+1.6

5.6

National
White

Table 2: Actual 2016 Michigan Presidential Results
Percent
Clinton

Percent
Trump

Net shift in support for the
Democratic candidate, 2012-2016

Net shift in turnout,
2012-2016

Share of
voters, 2016

39.7

54.2

-9.2

+1.5

81.7

Non-College

36.3

57.4

-11.1

+1.0

53.9

College

46.2

48.0

-6.6

+1.0

27.8

African American

90.8

6.6

-9.7

-1.2

12.7

Latinx

61.4

33.3

-10.4

-12.6

2.3

AAPI/Other Races

49.8

41.9

-2.8

-1.7

3.3

Michigan
White

Table 3: Actual 2016 Pennsylvania Presidential Results
Percent
Clinton

Percent
Trump

Net shift in support for the
Democratic candidate 2012-2016

Net shift in turnout,
2012-2016

Share of
voters, 2016

40.4

55.1

-6.1

+4.4

82.7

Non-College

33.3

62.7

-9.1

+4.1

51.3

College

52.0

42.7

-3.1

+2.7

31.4

African American

89.7

7.8

-10.5

-0.5

10.3

Latinx

74.4

21.7

-4.1

+4.8

3.9

AAPI/Other Races

62.3

31.5

+2.6

+8.3

3.1

Pennsylvania
White
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Table 4: 2016 Wisconsin Results
Percent
Clinton

Percent
Trump

Net shift in support for the
Democratic candidate, 2012-2016

Net shift in turnout,
2012-2016

Share of
voters, 2016

43.4

50.2

-6.9

-1.9

89.9

Non-College

37.6

56.3

-13.3

-2.5

58.4

College

54.2

38.9

+3.5

-2.2

31.5

African American

92.0

4.3

-6.5

-18.7

4.5

Latinx

64.0

29.3

-7.4

-6.6

2.7

AAPI/Other Races

53.9

36.7

-2.6

-6.8

2.9

Wisconsin
White

As dispiriting as 2016 was for Democrats, when we hold 2016
performance (turnout and margin) constant, demographic
changes in the population alone could lead to a
Democratic victory in 2020. Under this scenario, Michigan,
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin could flip. But this is a tenuous
and not terribly encouraging scenario, because these states
would still be very close and subject to the impact of actual
campaign events (e.g., quality of candidate, spending by

outside groups). It also assumes unusually high third-party
voting, which disproportionately hurt Republicans in 2016.
This high third-party vote likely reflects the uniquely poor
standing of both party candidates. We do not know if the
country will face the same dynamics in 2020. In fact, with a
lower third-party vote, a Democratic victory would not be
assured under this scenario.

Table 5: 2016 and 2020 Projections, with 2016 Turnout and Voter preferences, With and Without
Third-Party Allocation
Actual popular vote margin

Third-Party not allocated

Third-party allocated

2016

2020

2020

US

2.1

3.2

2.8

MI

-.2

+.5

+.3

PA

-.7

+.6

+.5

WI

-.8

+.0

-.4

233/305

279/259

269/269

Electoral College
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When we allocate around half of 2016’s third-party vote to
a partisan choice,7 a Democrat would win the popular vote
by 2.8 percent but would only tie the Electoral College (269
to 269). This simulation cannot account for states that divide
their electoral votes; if we assume that Maine’s Second
Congressional district would go Republican (as it did in
2016), then a Democrat would lose the Electoral College
and the presidency.

Democratic Hope
This tight 2020 scenario seems implausible given the
dynamics since January 20, 2016. Throughout 2017,
Democratic voters showed signs of increasing political
engagement. The Women’s March, held the day after Trump’s
inauguration, likely set the record as the “largest single-day
demonstration in recorded U.S. history.”8 Between November
2017 and March 2018, there were 95 special elections that
have featured a Democrat against a Republican; in these
contests, Democrats over-performed the partisan lean of
these districts by an average of 13 percentage points.9
Importantly, Democratic over-performance occurred in all
kinds of special elections (e.g., federal, state), with all kinds of
candidates, and in all kinds of geographies.
There are a number of ways to think about how this change
could impact 2020. Simply returning to 2012 Democratic
turnout and Democratic margins would have led to a 5-point
popular vote and 332/206 electoral vote victory for Clinton.
But this hardly seems realistic, since the decline of white
support for Democrats was fundamental to Trump’s victory in
2016 and will be hard to reverse in the future. Despite
Democratic victories in Virginia, for example, there is no
evidence that rural, small-town areas performed any better
for Democrats in 2017 relative to 2016.

2020 will see an increase in turnout and margin among
minority voters and college-educated voters, especially
minority women and college-educated women. These
scenarios are explored in different ways below.

Minority Turnout and Margins: African
Americans
After the 2016 election, many people pointed to the decline in
African American turnout as a key factor that cost Clinton the
election. It is logical to ask: What would have happened if
African American turnout matched 2012 levels? Democrats
would have still lost in 2016; the decreased margins and
increased turnout among whites simply cannot be overcome
by higher African American turnout. In 2020, with a 2012
African American turnout scenario, Democrats would eke out
a victory because demographic growth among minority groups
would help flip Pennsylvania and North Carolina.

Table 6: Returning African American Turnout to 2012
Levels, 2016 and 2020 Elections
Popular vote
margin

Popular vote
margin

2016

2020

US

3.0

4.1

MI

+0.1

+0.9

PA

-0.6

+0.7

WI

+0.6

+1.4

NC

-0.8

+0.7

259/279

294/244

Electoral College

Based on the 2017 patterns in Virginia and Alabama and
turnout in early primaries in 2018, we think it is likely that
7
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The real problem for Clinton was the decline of her margin
among African Americans. If she had received the same
margin among black voters as Obama did but with 2016
turnout levels, she would have tied in the Electoral College
because she would have won Michigan and Pennsylvania. By
2020, a Democrat would then have a relatively easy Electoral
College win because the increased African American margin,
along with growth among minority groups, would flip Florida
and Wisconsin.

with African American voters by 9 points, moving from 84 to
93 percent of the vote.10 In Alabama, accordingly to exit polls,
African American support for Doug Jones (96 percent) and
their share of the electorate (29 percent) matched presidential
performance in both 2008 and 2012.11

Table 8: Returning African American Turnout
and Democratic Margins to 2012 Levels, 2016
and 2020 Elections

Table 7: Returning African American Democratic
Margins to 2012 Levels, 2016 and 2020 Elections

Popular vote
margin

Popular vote
margin

2016

2020

Popular vote
margin

Popular vote
margin

US

4.0

5.1

2016

2020

MI

+1.3

+2.1

US

3.0

4.2

PA

+0.5

+1.7

MI

+1.0

+1.8

WI

+1.0

+1.8

PA

+0.3

+1.6

Electoral College

323/215

339/199

WI

-0.5

+0.3

FL

-0.1

+0.7

269/269

308/230

Electoral College

Minority Turnout and Margins: Latinx, AAPI,
and Other Minority Groups

“New minorities” are the fastest-growing group in the United
States and, given their Democratic tilt, this growth spells
If we increase African American margins and turnout to reflect long-term trouble for the GOP. Holding everything constant and
2012 patterns, Democrats would win both 2016 and 2020
merely adjusting for population growth, the Democrats would
easily. It is certainly possible that this could happen again,
win in 2020 with a 3-point popular vote margin and a 279 to
though it is also possible that having an African American
259 Electoral College win (see Table 5). By 2024, Democrats
candidate and then president may have uniquely mobilized
could breathe easier with a 4.2 popular vote margin and a 306
African American voters in 2008 and 2012. On the other hand, to 232 electoral vote win, and so it would go into the future.
there is very persuasive evidence that African Americans—
especially African American women—were central to
Democratic victories in Virginia and Alabama in 2017.
According to analysis by Yair Ghitza of Catalist, in Virginia,
Ralph Northam improved his performance over Hillary Clinton
bipartisanpolicy.org
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Of course, this scenario assumes that Democrats do not
improve among new minority groups. But it is entirely
possible—given the persistent racism and xenophobia of the
Trump administration and many in the Republican Party—
that Democrats will improve their margin among Latinx,
AAPIs, and other minority voters. If we improve Democratic
performance among new minorities by 7.5 points and reduce
support among Republicans by the same amount, it produces a
5.6-point popular vote victory and a 100-point electoral vote
(319/219) victory for the Democrats in 2020. Under this
scenario, Democrats would win Michigan, Pennsylvania,
Wisconsin, Arizona, and Florida. By 2024, North Carolina would
turn blue. In 2028, Texas and Georgia would go Democratic.

There are voices in the Republican Party who are sounding the
alarm about its relationship to minority communities. If the
GOP could improve its standing among new minorities, it could
hold on to the White House through 2028. If we increase the
Republican share of the vote among new minorities by 7.5
percent and decrease the Democratic margin by the same
amount, it would prevent the movement of Arizona, Florida,
Georgia, Texas, and North Carolina into the Democratic column.
At the same time, the Republicans would lose the popular vote
in every year going forward and would have to rely solely on
Electoral College victories.

Table 10: Increasing the Republican Share of the Vote
Among New Minorities, 2020-2028 Elections

Table 9: Increasing the Democratic Margin Among
New Minorities, 2020-2028 Elections
Popular
vote
margin

Popular
vote
margin

Popular
vote
margin

2020

2024

2028

US

5.6

6.9

8.0

MI

+1.5

+2.5

+3.3

PA

+1.7

+3.1

+4.3

WI

+1.0

+1.7

+2.4

AZ

+1.2

+2.4

+3.7

FL

+2.8

+3.7

+4.7

NC

-1.0

+0.6

+2.2

TX

-3.2

-1.3

+0.3

GA

-2.2

-0.5

+1.2

319/219

334/204

391/147

Electoral
College

9

Popular
vote
margin

Popular
vote
margin

Popular
vote
margin

2020

2024

2028

US

+0.8

+1.5

+2.2

MI

-0.4

+0.3

+0.9

PA

-0.7

+0.4

+1.3

WI

-0.9

-0.5

+0.0

FL

-3.7

-3.3

-2.8

GA

-4.6

-3.2

-1.8

NC

-3.3

-2.0

-0.8

AZ

-6.3

-5.8

-5.3

TX

-11.7

-10.6

-9.6

223/315

255/283

255/283

Electoral
College
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Educational Divide Grows
The educational divide in 2016 has been noted and reported
on extensively. As mentioned above, Clinton performed at
historical lows with white blue-collar voters, but she actually
improved among college-educated whites. We do not have
information on gender for this phase of the States of Change
project, but exit polls make clear that college-educated
women moved heavily toward Clinton.12 While Clinton lost
ground among most white voters, she improved over Obama
among white college-educated women. At the same time,
Clinton lost white college-educated men 39 to 53 percent.

Table 11: Improving the Democratic Margin
Among White College-educated Voters, 2016
and 2020 Elections
Popular vote
margin

Popular vote
margin

2016

2020

US

5.0

6.2

MI

+2.6

+3.5

PA

+2.4

+3.8

WI
+2.4
+3.3
It is possible that the margin among white college-educated
women is getting larger. Last year, the Pew Research Center
NC
-0.8
+0.7
reported that interest in politics has increased since Trump
AZ
-0.5
+0.4
was elected president, especially among educated women.13
According to exit polls, in Virginia, Clinton won white collegeElectoral College
308/230
334/204
educated women 50 to 44 percent; Ralph Northam, just a year
later, won white college-educated women 58 to 42 percent.14
In Alabama, Doug Jones won 45 percent of white collegeIf Democrats see this sort of improvement with white college15
educated women.
educated voters, the Republicans need to increase their
performance among white non-college-educated voters. In a
Given these trends, it seems likely that white college-educated scenario where we produce a 5-point net swing toward the
voters will move more Democratic in 2020. Again, we do not
Democrats among white college-educated voters and a
have these data broken out by gender, but a 5-point increase 5-point net swing toward the Republicans among white
in the Democratic share of the white college-educated vote
non-college-educated voters, Republicans would win the
and a 5-point decrease in the Republican share among white presidency in 2020 and 2024. Here again, they would win the
college-educated voters would have led to a Democratic
Electoral College and not the popular vote.
victory in 2016, including in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and
Wisconsin. In 2020, using these parameters, North Carolina
and Arizona could turn blue. Democrats would achieve this
result while maintaining their historically low share of white
non-college-educated voters from 2016.

bipartisanpolicy.org
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Table 12: Improving the Democratic Margin Among
White College-Educated Voters and the Republican
Margin Among White Non-College-Educated Voters,
2016-2024 Elections

2016

2020

Percent
Democratic

Percent
Democratic

2012

2016

18-29

62.1

58.9

-3.2

2024

Net change

US

1.4

2.6

3.7

30-44

56.1

53.8

-2.3

MI

-1.5

-0.6

+0.3

45-64

49.1

44.6

-4.5

PA

-1.7

-0.3

+1.0

65+

41.6

40.8

-0.8

WI

-2.1

-1.2

-0.4

229/309

229/309

265/273

Electoral
College

It remains to be seen if the 2020 Republican nominee can
capture the same share of the white non-college-educated
vote as Trump did in 2016. At the start of 2018, polling shows
erosion in Trump’s support among white blue-collar women.16

Younger Voters Move Left
According to the exit polls, younger voters broke for John
Kerry (55 percent) over George W. Bush in the 2004
presidential race, a 9-point shift over four years. (Previously,
Bush and Al Gore had split the youth vote with 47 percent
each.) In 2008, 66 percent of voters under 30 in the exit polls
voted for Obama.17
According to the States of Change data, Obama’s share of the
youth vote was 62.1 percent in 2012. Democrats were hopeful
that younger voters would rally to Clinton even though she
performed poorly with these voters in her primary against
Bernie Sanders. Clinton lost ground with younger voters, but
this erosion did not deviate significantly from other age
groups. (The smallest decline came from seniors, who
dropped from 41.6 to 40.8 percent of the vote.)
11

Table 13: Presidential Vote by Age, 2012-2016

The drop among younger voters between 2012 and 2016 was
relatively consistent across racial and educational groups.
Clinton made slight gains among white college-educated and
Asian American youth, but she lost 6 points among African
Americans and 5 points among Latinx voters in this age group.

Table 14: Presidential Vote by Race among Younger
Voters, 2012-2016
Percent
Democratic

Percent
Democratic

2012

2016

African
American

92.2

86.1

-6.1

Latinx

80.3

75.5

-4.8

Asian
American

72.1

73.0

+0.9

White
College

59.4

60.5

+1.1

White
Non-College

45.6

40.6

-5.0

Under 30

Net
Change

bipartisanpolicy.org
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While Trump has been in office, younger voters have evinced a
deeply hostile reaction to his presidency. His approval
numbers are abysmal—65 percent disapprove—and young
voters show signs of rallying for the 2018 midterms. In recent
Pew research, 62 percent of millennial voters said they will
cast their vote for the Democrats; that is 10 points higher than
any other age cohort.18 In Virginia, Northam improved his
performance over Clinton with voters younger than 30 years of
age by 7 points, growing the youth vote for Democrats from 56
percent to 63 percent of the vote.19
It seems probable that the margin among younger voters will
improve for Democrats in 2020. Turnout is not as clear—
though turnout among voters under 30 increased from 41.5
percent to 44.2 percent between 2012 and 2016. Interest in

the elections among millennials is also up—from 39 percent
in 2010 to 46 percent in 2014 and 62 percent in 2018. On the
other hand, youth turnout was stable in Virginia.20
Holding 2016 turnout and margins constant while increasing
turnout by 3 points among younger voters, we would see a
slightly larger Democratic margin in 2020 (3.2 to 3.4 points).
But when we adjust turnout by 3 points and increase the
share of the Democratic vote by 4 points among younger
voters, Democrats would win the popular vote in 2020 by 4.7
points. These increases in turnout and the share of the vote
among younger voters would deliver more robust wins for the
Democrats in Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin and
would make North Carolina more competitive.

Table 15: Increasing Youth Turnout and Democratic Margin, 2020 Election
National

PA

MI

WI

NC

2016 margin

2.1

-0.7

-0.2

-0.8

-3.7

2020 with 2016 margin and turnout

3.2

0.5

0.6

0.0

-2.2

2020 with millennial turnout increased by 3 points

3.4

0.8

0.8

0.2

-2.0

Millennial turnout increased by 3 points and share of
the vote increased by 4 points

4.7

2.1

2.0

1.4

-1.3

Bringing It All Together
All of these scenarios are considered in isolation, but in
politics, trends occur across most demographic groups.
Clinton’s support, for example, declined across all age groups
and nearly all racial and ethnic groups. It makes sense to
consider scenarios where these trends move in tandem. The
results in special elections, the 2017 Virginia and Alabama
elections, and public polling suggest that Democratic margins
will improve among white college-educated women, younger
voters, and minority voters. It also seems likely that turnout
bipartisanpolicy.org

will increase among African Americans, though perhaps not to
2008 and 2012 levels. Given that turnout increased among
new minorities in 2016 (1.5 percent among Latinx and 1.6
percent among Asian Americans and other minorities), an
increase in turnout here might be more modest.
When we increase turnout among African Americans to the
average between 2012 and 2016, we produce a 3.6-point
popular vote margin in 2020 (Scenario 1). When we
simultaneously improve the Democratic share of the vote
12
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among African Americans by 5 points, a Democrat would win
by nearly 5 points in 2020 (Scenario 2). When we increase
turnout among Latinx, Asian Americans, and other minority
groups by .5 percent, the 2020 margin does not change
(Scenario 3). But when we increase the Democratic share
among new minorities by 2.5 percent, Democrats would win
the popular vote by 5.7 points. A scenario that joins improved
performance for Democrats among white college-educated
voters (increasing Democratic share by 5 points) with the
improved turnout and margins among minority voters would
increase the popular vote margin to 8.7 points.

As you can see, increasing African American support and
turnout (plus population growth) produces a fairly easy
popular vote victory for Democrats in 2020. Then, increasing
the Democratic share of the vote among new minorities places
Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin on more solid ground;
though simply increasing turnout does not. Adding an increase
in white college-educated performance leads to easy victories
in these “blue wall” states and a close win in North Carolina.

Table 16: Bringing it all Together, a Scenario for 2020
Scenario 1: Isolated African American Impact

US

PA

MI

WI

NC

Start with 2016 turnout, Democratic support, and eligible
voting population

2.1

-0.7

-0.2

-0.8

-3.7

Replace 2016 population of educated voters with 2020

3.2

0.5

0.6

0.0

-2.2

Replace 2016 African American turnout with the average of
2012 and 2016

3.6

0.6

0.7

0.7

-0.8

Increase African American Democratic support +5 over 2016

4.9

1.6

2.0

1.2

0.4

US

PA

MI

WI

NC

Begin with Scenario 1

4.9

1.6

2.0

1.2

0.4

Increase 2016 Hispanic and AAPI/other turnout by 0.5

4.9

1.7

2.0

1.3

0.4

Increase Hispanic and AAPI/other Democratic support +2.5 over
2016

5.7

2.1

2.3

1.6

0.6

Scenario 3: Add Impact of White College-Educated Voters

US

PA

MI

WI

NC

Begin with Scenario 2

5.7

2.1

2.3

1.6

0.6

Increase white college-educated Democratic support by +5 over 2016

8.7

5.3

5.2

4.8

2.0

Scenario 2: Add Impact of New Minority Voters
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This complicated scenario ignores white blue-collar voters,
but there is a relatively simple path to victory for Democrats if
they improve their margin among these voters. If Clinton had
performed 5 points better with white non-college-educated
voters, she would have easily won in 2016. The “blue wall”
would have held for the Democratic nominee.

Table 17: Improving Democratic Performance Among
White Voters Without a College Education, 2016 and
2020 Elections
Popular vote
margin

Popular vote
margin

2016

2020

US

6.5

7.4

MI

5.2

5.8

PA

4.4

5.5

WI

5.1

5.6

334/204

350/188

Electoral College

Conclusion
If Donald Trump has taught us anything, it is that we should
not make predictions in politics. Few believed he would
ascend to the presidency; it demonstrates some hubris to try
to anticipate how special elections, midterm trends, and
currents in public opinion will influence the 2020 election and
beyond. Indeed, we could experience some exogenous shock
to the American political system like a presidential indictment,
a major terrorist attack, nuclear war, another recession, or a
different foreign or domestic threat we’re not even thinking
about that could upend traditional party loyalties, or at least
upend the next contest for president.
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Demographic trends, however, move independently of politics.
The growth of the Latinx, Asian American, and other minority
communities and the increase in the college-educated
population will continue regardless. It is not commonly
understood that the demographic changes are happening
rapidly enough that they could be decisive in elections as soon
as 2020. Though history never repeats itself exactly, the data
show that even if the 2016 turnout and margins—a year of
unusually high margins among white non-college-educated
voters for the Republican candidate and poor black turnout—
held for all demographic groups, a Trump victory would not be
repeated in 2020.
Still, if Republicans improve their performance among white
voters without a college education, they can—all else staying
equal—endure the changing demographics and continue to
win the presidency through 2036. But this scenario requires
that in four presidential cycles (2024, 2028, 2032, and 2036)
Republicans would win the Electoral College while losing the
popular vote. Our democracy has been shaken by Russian
meddling and influence, but it is possible that it would be
further challenged if Republicans were to continue to win the
White House with a minority of popular support. Would this
potential perception of illegitimacy lead to renewed interest in
reinventing the party along the lines of the 2013 Republican
post-mortem, which called for the GOP to be more inclusive
and welcoming, including by supporting comprehensive
immigration reform?21 Would it lead to the implosion of the
Republican Party and the creation of a new conservative
party? The rise of a third party?
Democrats clearly have an easier path in the future, assuming
that current trends persist. While Republicans have one path
to presidential victories, and only a temporary one at that,
Democrats have several routes: higher youth margins and
turnout, higher margins and turnout among well-educated
women, and higher margins and turnout among new
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minorities. Not to mention Democrats can always improve
their share of the vote with white non-college-educated
voters, which would lead to easy victories in 2020 and
beyond. Right now, the Democratic coalition is united by a
loathing of Trump. But even if the Democrats regain power in
2020, they will still have to contend with the diversity of their
coalition groups and—more likely than not—confront the
ongoing predicament of a lack of support among white
non-college-educated voters.
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In the Long Run, We’re All Wrong
By Sean P. Trende
Senior Elections Analyst, RealClearPolitics

States of Change 1925
I’m honored to have been chosen to write a paper for the
1925 States of Change conference. What a year it has been.
After several meetings filled with speculation about the
rapidly changing demographics affecting the country,
especially the fast-growing minority populations of Italians,
Poles, Greeks, and others, we finally have new data to
discuss from the 1924 election.
What can we take from this strange, heated election?
Certainly, there are three demographic trends that we can
more or less take for granted for the foreseeable future;
together, they spell near-certain doom for Democrats.
1. African Americans will remain Republican and
buttress what seems to be an increasingly
impenetrable Republican “wall” in the North.

Benjamin Harrison came within 2,000 votes of carrying
Virginia in 1888), these measures seem to have begun what
future generations might call a migration of African American
voters from the South to the North, especially in the Midwest.2
The Midwest has long held the key to Democratic successes in
the Electoral College, so an influx of heavily Republican voters
can only improve Republican prospects, in addition to inflating
the number of electoral votes cast in these states.
Of course, there are those in the Republican Party who argue
for pursuing Republican gains in the South, even if it means
alienating black voters. We cannot imagine that these voices
will ever constitute a majority in the Party of Lincoln.
2. The South will always be Democratic.

As noted above, it was not that long ago that the South
looked to be in play for Republicans. The states at the
periphery of the South—Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee,
It is difficult to believe, but some blacks toyed with the idea of
and Florida—had all seen close races during the 1880s, and
breaking from the Party of Lincoln during the early years of
William McKinley had made strong plays for the Virginia,
Woodrow Wilson’s administration.1 It wasn’t a large contingent,
North Carolina, and Tennessee in 1896. But by the time of
but it was enough to cause ripples of fear within the GOP. It is
Wilson’s reelection bid, all of the South was heavily
safe to say that this is no longer a concern for Republicans.
Democratic; the Republicans failed to come within single
After Wilson re-segregated the federal government, African
digits in any of these states.
American voting for Republicans rebounded to its typical
levels of near-unanimous support. It seems to have continued
Some Republicans believed they had witnessed a
at those levels in the recent election.
breakthrough in 1920, when Warren Harding carried
Tennessee and held James Cox below 60 percent in three
The electoral implications of this are vast. While Republican
other Southern states. We must, however, now view this as a
voting rates in the South have declined significantly in the
fluke. With the exception of Tennessee, Calvin Coolidge lost
wake of Jim Crow laws (you may recall that President
17
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every Southern state by at least 20 points, and received a
election, where Republicans were reduced to just 23
pathetic 2 percent of the vote in South Carolina in 1924. It is
percent of the popular vote, in this election a strong
difficult to see how a Republican could carry another Southern progressive challenge could not even hold the party
state during our lifetime, except perhaps in extreme cases.
below 50 percent of the vote.
3. The massive working class is now solidly in the
hands of Republicans.

Overall, the Democrats find themselves in as precarious a
position as any party since the Whigs. The party is likely to
find itself shut out of office for the foreseeable future, barring
Finally, we must note the impact new immigrants will have on some form of horrific economic collapse, which no one wants
the future of American politics. Nativists learned to their
to contemplate.
dismay that in the 1910 census, two-thirds of children in
major Northern cities such as New York, Chicago, and Duluth In the Long Run, We’re All Wrong
were born to immigrant parents.3 But Wilson’s war policies
The States of Change project is an extraordinarily ambitious
frittered away his party’s historic advantage among European
one, both in its depth and scope. Over the course of the past
immigrants. In 1920, Harding brought many of these voters
several years, we’ve produced a series of increasingly
into the Republican fold, becoming one of the very few
sophisticated demographic projections for the country,
Republicans ever to carry Manhattan. This could have been a
extending out 40 years into the future. On the basis of these
freak result, like his performance in the South, but in 1924,
scenarios, we’ve explored the implications of these changes
Coolidge repeated the feat. We now must consider the
for the family,4 the workforce,5 the social contract,6 and the
burgeoning working class to be an increasingly Republican
way political campaigns are governed.7 This only scratches the
group. Without these voters, and with African American
surface of the possibilities these data provide for researchers.
voters increasingly populating the Northern cities, it is hard
to see how Democrats can put together a winning electoral
At its core, however, States of Change has been an electoral
coalition. The growing number of immigrants is also
project. It represents one of the best attempts to sort out the
weakening the electoral clout of the South and threatens to
vast implications of the demographic changes that have crept
reduce the Democrats’ ability to win the House of
across the country over the course of the past 30 years for
Representatives in the future.
elections. These projections are made with an understanding
that they are unlikely to be precisely right. As Alex Lundry
Overall, the picture for Democrats can only be described as
memorably put it in an earlier States of Change paper: “Surely,
grim. Since 1852, the party has only won a majority of the
it’s a fool’s errand to project out U.S. politics more than 40
popular vote once, in 1876. They have lost the popular vote in
years, but merely engaging in the exercise is essential. Will we
six of the last eight elections, and one of those wins depended
get it right? Probably not, but this sort of analysis forces a
on a massive rupture in the Republican Party. Worse still,
reflection that allows us the agility to adapt whenever new
Democrats have won the Electoral College in just four of the
phenomenon conspire to throw well-made plans right in the
last 17 elections. The probability of this occurring by random
dumpster and light them on fire.”8
chance is just 2.5 percent. Perhaps of most concern, the
Progressive-Republican rupture of 1924 did little to diminish
Republicans’ ability to win the White House. Unlike the 1912
bipartisanpolicy.org
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This is almost certainly correct. While it’s highly unlikely that
any of these particular projections will end up correct, they
serve as useful heuristics for understanding the way that
these demographic shifts could potentially impact the country,
if left unaddressed. Like a hurricane projection, the further out
you try to predict, the less accurate they become. Yet if I lived
in Virginia Beach, I’d personally feel better knowing that the
eye of the hurricane is slated to pass over Miami in the next
week, rather than, say, the Outer Banks. We must
acknowledge that right now, these projections uniformly
foresee a Category 5 hurricane bearing down on the
Republican Party, with the only disagreements involving when
landfall will occur. This is important.
At the same time, it’s also important not to gloss over just
how wrong these sorts of projections can be, even in the
medium term. Hence, the extended—and perhaps a touch
self-indulgent—meditation on what this presentation might
have looked like if it were written in the 1920s. This
introduction made three predictions with a high degree of
confidence: that African Americans would vote Republican and
that this would hurt Democrats; that the South would vote
Democratic and that it would lose electoral clout; and that the
white working class was forming the backbone of a newly
revitalized Republican Party. These claims would hardly have
been controversial in 1925; in fact, making a claim to the
contrary would likely have resulted in an author’s summary
dismissal from the 1925 States of Change project. Yet all three
of these predictions would have been proved wrong, badly so,
well within the 40-year time frame we are using here.

became the first Democrat to carry those states without the
assistance of a third party.
If Smith remade Northern politics, he also dented the
Democrats’ dominance in the South. Herbert Hoover carried
Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, Florida, and Texas, and
came within 7,000 votes of winning Alabama. While Hoover’s
gains proved ephemeral in the short term—Franklin D.
Roosevelt swamped him in the South in 1932—he
demonstrated that Dixie would not tolerate Democrats who
were too Northern, urban, and Catholic. In 1956, Dwight
Eisenhower became the first Republican to carry the popular
vote in the South since Reconstruction, while the invention of
air conditioning and the desire for a cheap labor supply
invigorated a migration of white, Republican Northerners to the
Sun Belt, stymieing confident predictions of electoral decline.
But of all the projections an analyst in the 1920s might make,
the one he would have been most comfortable with would likely
have been the suggestion that blacks would remain Republican.
But the rising tide of the New Deal lifted all boats, and in 1936,
Roosevelt managed to win an estimated 70 percent of the
African American vote. Hoover would prove to be the last
Republican able to carry a majority of the black vote.

It isn’t just 1925, however. History is littered with these sorts
of unforeseeable shifts. Suggesting to an observer in 1949
that Republicans were about to win seven of 10 presidential
contests, six with 400-plus electoral vote landslides, would
have seemed ludicrous. In 1960, claiming that Republicans
were about to collapse to 10 percent of the African American
The first claim to go would have been the claim about the
vote would have seemed far-fetched. Claiming in 1988 that in
white working class. In 1928, the Democrats nominated Al
30 years a Republican would win the white Catholic vote but
Smith, the Catholic governor of New York. He would go on to
lose the White House would have been cause for
lose badly, but his nomination re-solidified the Democratic
commitment. And, lest we forget, claiming in 2015 that a
Party as the party of white ethnics. Smith also remade politics Republican might win the White House while winning less
in the North. Rhode Island and Massachusetts had both voted than 30 percent of the Hispanic vote was indeed seen by
for Harding and Coolidge by 40 points, yet in 1928, Smith
many as an outlandish assertion.
19
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To put this loosely in statistical terms, the point estimates
produced by the States of Change project are important. Yet
we can’t realistically superimpose confidence intervals on
them. This is not the type of thing you merely pay lip service
to; it is something that should be firmly in the back of the
mind of any analyst looking at the 2016 elections and
attempting to project where the United States might go. This
paper is dedicated to exploring these findings and giving some
idea of how they might go wrong.
There is, however, an important caveat that should be made
at the outset. Much—if not most—of the modern discussion
of demographic change in relation to politics harkens back to
the seminal 2002 work The Emerging Democratic Majority, by
the journalist John B. Judis and the States of Change CoDirector Ruy Teixeira. This is probably the single most
influential elections-related book of the past half-century. Yet
its claims are rather modest, careful, and nuanced. Its central
thesis is that, all other things being equal, demographic
changes in the United States will work to the benefit of
Democrats. Some of its claims have been strongly validated,
such as the transition of Nevada, Colorado, and Virginia from
electoral bulwarks for Republicans to states with varying
degrees of blue lean. We might call this the “weak
demographics-is-destiny” argument.
In the broader discussion of the intersection of demographics
and elections results, however, a different version of the
argument has emerged. It suggests that inevitably, and
probably sooner rather than later, demographics will
overwhelm the Republican Party. This version has been
especially prevalent in the popular press.9 We might call this
the “strong demographics-is-destiny” argument.
The States of Change data are broadly consistent with the
weak demographics-is-destiny argument, and to be honest,
this version of the argument is quite useful. (See, again, the

bipartisanpolicy.org

predictions about Nevada, Colorado, and Virginia, which few
would have taken seriously in 2001.) Indeed, the clear benefit
of the States of Change data is that it takes on directly the
assumption that ceteris are ever paribus.
In short, it may be tempting to read this paper as an
exoneration of the GOP and a frontal assault on
demographics-based approaches to politics. It is not. In fact,
this paper is more or less consistent with findings of The
Emerging Democratic Majority, as well as the findings of the
States of Change simulations. The purpose is instead twofold:
(1) to illustrate in greater detail why the States of Change
board (and the authors of The Emerging Democratic Majority)
were so careful to present their data in the nuanced fashion
that they did; and (2) to warn those who are tempted to make
a stronger version of this argument about just how wrong they
might be.

Third Parties
It is significant that States of Change undertook an exploration
of the relationship between third parties and the popular vote.
Democrats, for example, frequently point to Jill Stein’s 2016
candidacy as one that cost them key electoral votes and
possibly the presidency.10
It is true that Stein’s vote margins in key states were enough
to cost Hillary Clinton the presidency—assuming that almost
all of Stein’s votes would have gone to Clinton in a two-party
contest. This, however, is a weak assumption. While Stein
probably took the lion’s share of her votes from Clinton
supporters, the distrust of many on the left for Clinton due to
her perceived ties to Wall Street and history of support for her
husband’s centrist policies cannot be dismissed.
Perhaps more importantly, there were other third-party
candidates who likely pulled votes away from Donald Trump.
In particular, Evan McMullin ran as a conservative in the
20
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George W. Bush mold and drew a surprising level of support
from Republican elites. The biggest third-party challenge of
2016, however, came from Gary Johnson’s Libertarian Party
campaign. While Libertarians are often associated with the
political right, they are actually difficult to nail down. Their
heterodox economic- and social-policy beliefs make the
assumption that they draw disproportionately from
Republicans a difficult one to make blithely. Nevertheless, at
least one reporter claimed that Johnson’s internals had him
pulling votes overwhelmingly away from Trump; some 75
percent of his voters were otherwise likely to support Trump.11
The simulations bear this out and suggest that third parties
did not cost Clinton the presidency, while also showing the
challenge for Republicans who hope to move forward with a
“Trump strategy.” If voters continue to support third parties at
the same rates in 2020 as they did in 2016, then, all other
things being equal, Trump would be expected to lose the next
election. Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin would all flip
to the Democrats.

If Trump were able to bring these voters home in 2020, he
would prevent Wisconsin from flipping, though he would still
be projected to lose Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, and
Michigan. The result would be a 269-269 electoral vote tie:
the political analyst’s dream, but the nation’s nightmare.a

The Hispanic Vote
Perhaps no demographic group has been more heavily
analyzed over the past decade than Hispanic voters. The
rapidity with which the Hispanic vote share has increased
nationally, combined with their Democratic affinities has led
many to see this group as the potential backbone for the
Democratic Party of the future.

Trump famously entered the 2016 campaign with gratuitously
racist rhetoric about Mexican American immigrants; he
continued this throughout his campaign. He infamously
commented at the outset: “When Mexico sends its people,
they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re
not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of
problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re
We can plainly see the impact of the third parties by
bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And
examining the major-party candidates’ margins in key swing
some, I assume, are good people.”12 The emphasis on his
states in 2016 while allocating the third-party votes to the
depiction of Hispanic immigrants as rapists and murderers
major parties. Voters are allocated by examining their general
drew the most attention, but his repeated, subtler claim that
preferences between the two major-party candidates, as well
Mexico is “not sending you” is perhaps more revealing. The
as their 2012 voting habits. Once this is done, Clinton’s margin
implicit “othering” of Hispanic Americans comprised a core
in Minnesota shrinks from 1.5 percent to 0.2 percent. Trump’s
theme in his rhetoric throughout his campaign, including his
margin in Pennsylvania increases by one-tenth of a point, his
claim that Judge Gonzalo P. Curiel would be unable to
margin in Michigan increases by three-tenths of a point, and
impartially judge a court case Trump was involved in because
his margin in Wisconsin increases by four-tenths of a point.
of Curiel’s Mexican American heritage.13
Perhaps most notably, his performance in New Hampshire
increases by four-tenths of a point. This flips the state and
The Hispanic vote has been “waiting in the wings” for a long
adds an extra four electoral votes to his column.
time; it has been important for elections, but not determinative.
Many believed that its time had arrived in 2016; early voting

a

Although, it is likely in this scenario that Maine’s Second Congressional District would go Republican, as it did in 2016, thereby breaking the tie in the GOP’s favor.
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returns prompted one careful national analyst to declare, “This
time, there really is a Hispanic surge.”14
There were always good reasons to be skeptical of this
narrative, and indeed, the data do not bear this out. First, the
Hispanic vote is heavily concentrated, electorally speaking.
More than a quarter of the nation’s Hispanic population
resides in California, with close to another quarter living in
Texas. While Texas could be increasingly “in play” for
Democrats over the course of the next few decades, especially
if wealthy suburbanites fail to come home to the Republican
Party, these votes are largely “wasted” for now. Among the
states with the top 10 Hispanic populations, only Florida,
Arizona, and Colorado can really be considered swing states.
Second, the Hispanic share of the electorate has actually been
growing rather slowly, from 6 percent in 2004 to 9 percent in
2016. While some have suggested that a surge in Hispanic
voting will be forthcoming as voters become citizens and
register to vote, at a certain point we must at least question
this narrative. Given the ugliness of Trump’s 2016 campaign in
particular, the question of “if not now, when?” looms large
over such predictions.
Third, there is a real possibility that there is a floor for
Republicans among Hispanic voters. This floor is likely not in
the high single digits (as it tends to be among African
Americans) as some had thought and hoped, but rather it
seems to be in the high 20s, at least as measured by exit polls.
This is because the Hispanic vote is much more complicated
than many casual observers think. A 2013 Pew poll, for
example, which has some questions with reasonably favorable
wording for the pro-immigration-reform side, found that around
a third of Hispanics supported a “control the border first”
approach to immigration.15 Exit polling suggests that about a
third of Hispanics backed the three controversial California
ballot initiatives from the 1990s relating to immigration, English
as a second language, and affirmative action.16 Jan Brewer,
Sharron Angle, and a host of other Republican hard-liners
bipartisanpolicy.org

performed surprisingly well with Hispanics, at least according
to the exit polls. And poll after poll has suggested that
immigration ranks relatively low in importance among Hispanic
voters and that they, like non-Hispanic whites, are primarily
motivated by jobs and the economy.
Even given this background, it was surprising when the exit
polls showed Trump increasing the Republican share of the
Hispanic vote from Mitt Romney’s performance, excluding
third parties. (While there are good arguments for including
third parties, I opt to exclude them to allow better apples-toapples comparisons across elections like 1996 and 1992.)
Trump won 30 percent of the Hispanic vote, third parties
excluded, under the exit polls’ measurement; the States of
Change data also show Trump marginally increasing his share
of the two-party vote, although his overall vote share did not
increase. In other words, Trump arguably not only received a
larger share of the Hispanic vote than did Romney, but also
surpassed Bob Dole, George H.W. Bush (twice), and Gerald
Ford. If we adjust for national performance by subtracting out
a party’s national vote share (in the vein of Charlie Cook’s
Partisan Voting Index for congressional districts), Trump
performed better than Ronald Reagan in 1984 and Richard
Nixon in 1972 (although the definition of Hispanic has changed
over time, making these comparisons more difficult).
There is a heady debate online and among academics about
whether this exit-poll number is correct. For our purposes, we
can largely ignore this. The reasons are straightforward. First,
while an exit-poll adjustment might be useful for pinpointing
exactly where Republican support among Hispanics was in
2016, it is less important for outlining a trend. Put differently,
if the exit polls overstated Trump’s performance in 2016, they
likely overstated Romney’s performance in 2012 as well, so
the trend would be similar. Second, this analysis sometimes
glosses over the fact that no matter how you adjust
demographics, everything has to add up to a 2-point Trump
loss in the popular vote. In other words, if the exit polls
22
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overstate Hispanic (or more broadly, the nonwhite) support for
Trump, then either the exit polls are understating Trump’s
support among non-Hispanic whites and the rapidity with
which whites are trending Republican, or the exit polls are
understating the non-Hispanic white share of the electorate.
Most importantly, the States of Change data are consistent
with the notion that Trump did, in fact, perform better with
Hispanics than Romney. Nationally, young Hispanics shifted
marginally toward Clinton, by around two-tenths of a point.
(This, again, is utilizing the two-party vote. In absolute terms,
support for both parties declined, and the decline among
Republicans was substantial.) But, as with other racial
groups, middle-aged Hispanic voters moved toward
Republicans by about 2 points, resulting in a net shift toward
Republicans. This is similar to what the exit polls suggested.
This shift was replicated in the swing states. For Florida, the
data show substantial movement toward Republicans among
all age groups, utilizing the two-party vote. We must
emphasize that this is relative movement, as Clinton
absolutely cleaned up among the youngest Hispanic voters.
But this sort of shift is not the sort of thing that Democrats
can afford to see replicated; it more than offset the growth in
the Hispanic vote and proved a net winner for Republicans.
Iowa Hispanics moved toward Trump by double digits, while
Hispanic voters showed movement toward Trump in every
swing state (utilizing the two-party vote), typically among
every age group.
Again, we ought not overstate this, as Hispanic voters were
heavily Democratic in 2016. Moreover, at least some of the
Republican improvement in the two-party vote may be a
function of Hispanic Democrats voting for third-party
candidates. Additionally, as the simulations show, improved
Republican performance among Hispanics would benefit them
substantially. Nevertheless, this analysis reinforces that
Hispanic voters are much more complex than many analysts
23

credit them with being and that a less bigoted Republican
candidate might, in fact, be able to improve his or her vote
share even more in this demographic.
Over the medium to long term, the future Hispanic vote seems
unlikely to resemble today’s. Immigration from Mexico
specifically and Latin America more broadly has slowed,
meaning that much of the growth in today’s Hispanic
population will come from native-born Hispanics rather than
from immigrants. This is a substantial complicating factor for
attempts to project this vote. As with other immigrant groups,
second- and third-generation Hispanics have tended to shed
their familial cultural attachments; they are much less likely to
speak Spanish, less likely to watch Spanish-language
television, and, perhaps crucially, consider themselves less
Hispanic than their parents.17 Unlike African American voters,
Hispanics vote substantially more Republican as they grow
wealthier (though this is complicated by the reality of middleclass Cuban Americans); as the demographic transitions from
immigrants who arrive in this country with little in their
pockets to grandchildren who attend college, the concerns of
this demographic are likely to change as well.
Finally, it is important to note that our projections do not
take into account the effect that intermarriage and the
shedding of ethnic identity might have on the Hispanic
shares of the electorate (and the nonwhite share more
generally). As with most other immigrant groups, Hispanic
individuals with non-Hispanic ancestors become less likely
to identify as Hispanic; indeed one in 10 Americans of
Hispanic descent already fails to identify as Hispanic.18
This will likely blunt the growth of the Hispanic population,
as well as other minority groups.
As States of Change author Reihan Salam has noted, a third
of Americans with at least one Mexican grandparent do not
identify as Mexican American, while only about a quarter of
second-generation Indian Americans with one native-born
bipartisanpolicy.org
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parent identify as Asian. Just 14 percent of Salvadoran
Americans with one Salvadoran parent identify as
Salvadoran.19 As Hispanic immigration rates level off, these
distinctions begin to really matter. Of course, there is also a
chance that Hispanics will be reclassified as white writ large,
as some argue happened with Italians, Poles, Jews, and Irish
Americans (I distinctly remember my great-grandfather talking
about “whites” as an “other”), but this is controversial and
well beyond the scope of this paper.
Overall, the scenario that I am sketching out is a familiar one
that many American descendants of the massive immigration
wave from the late 1800s and early 1900s have seen play out
in their own families. While the plural of anecdote is not data,
anecdotes can be illustrative, so I will close with one. From
the time I was a child, the Italian side of my family always
danced the tarantella at weddings. For the grandkids, it was
the highlight of the show; for the older adults, it was a way to
celebrate and remember what they had left behind. But as
that older generation passed, memories faded. At the most
recent wedding, we all got out on the dance floor, but no one
remembered exactly how to do the dance, so we just locked
arms and went in a circle. The grandchildren may broadly
speaking consider themselves Italian (though few of us are
“pure” Italians), but the self-designation lacks the cultural
importance that it would have held even 40 years ago. (It is
easy to forget that Justice Antonin Scalia was appointed to the
Supreme Court in part to woo the Italian vote, which had
meaning in 1985.) Most importantly, the grandchildren’s voting
patterns are diverse, and none of them really reflects the
socially conservative to reactionary and fiscally liberal to
social-democrat preferences of my grandparents and greatgrandparents. Many of us are not even Catholic. It is
impossible to say if this is the future of Hispanic voters, but it
will play a large role in determining the fate of our long-term
projections here.
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The African American Vote
Before electoral analysts began to focus on Hispanic voters in
the early 2000s, wooing African American voters was
considered a critical project for Republicans. Republicans
analysts realized in the early 1990s that simply increasing the
Republican performance among black voters by 10 percentage
points would make electoral victory in the North almost
impossible for Democrats.20 There were even two plausible
scenarios for bringing this about: wooing the growing black
entrepreneurial class or convincing socially conservative
blacks to vote like their white counterparts. George W. Bush’s
compassionate conservatism, with its emphasis on faithbased solutions to social ills and support for small-scale
entrepreneurs (at least as advertised during the 2000
campaign) can largely be read as an attempt to make this
dream a reality.
It failed, and badly so, as Bush did no better with blacks than
his Republican predecessors in 2000. While he saw some
marginal improvement among blacks in 2004, the nomination
of Barack Obama in 2008 dashed any Republican hope for a
realignment among blacks, at least in the short term.
Obama’s victories in 2008 and 2012 were never dependent on
his outsized margins among blacks or the high levels of
turnout he saw. To be clear, Obama would have won both of
his elections with Kerry-like support among African
Americans. But his margins would have been much smaller,
and 2012 would have been very close indeed; about a halfpoint in the popular vote. This would have left little room for
error in 2016.
Many analysts—though certainly not all—overlooked the
damage mean reversion could inflict upon Democrats’
chances of electoral victory. Indeed, this is an important part
of the story of 2016. Black participation rates declined, and
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according to the exit polls, Trump’s support among African
American voters increased slightly.
While this exit-poll finding with respect to African Americans
is almost as controversial as its finding with respect to
Hispanics, it is also consistent with the States of Change data.
Trump’s share of the two-party vote increased from 2012
among every African American age group, as did his absolute
vote share. This was true in every state. Perhaps most
importantly, the shift was not most prominent with older
African Americans; younger African Americans saw
substantial Republican shifts from 2012. This is consistent
with a variety of data showing marginal Republican
improvements among younger African Americans, both in
terms of registration and voting patterns. Again, we should
avoid overstating the case here; all of these groups are
overwhelmingly Democratic. But the shifts are real.
They were also consequential. Replicating Obama’s 2012
turnout performance among blacks would have flipped
Wisconsin and Michigan into the Democrats’ camp, although
the States of Change data find that Clinton would not have
carried Pennsylvania. Her national vote margin would have
been 3 points, close to Obama’s 2012 performance.
Unsurprisingly, then, the scenarios that suggest reversion
to 2012 numbers among nonwhites are uniformly bleak for
Republicans and result in routine Democratic victories that
begin to rival George H.W. Bush’s 1988 win within the
next 40 years.
They also strike me as the least likely scenarios. If one takes
the medium-term view, 2008 and 2012 look like outliers in
terms of participation; 2016 appears to be a mean reversion.
The Voting and Registration Supplement to the Current
Population Survey is conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau
after every election, and African American participation has
typically lagged behind non-Hispanic white participation by
about 6 points over the past two decades. There are two
25

glaring exceptions: 2008 and 2012. In those elections, African
American participation approached or exceeded non-Hispanic
white participation.
To be clear, it is by no means impossible that African
American participation could revert to 2008 or 2012 levels in
2020. Indeed, the recent special election in Alabama is an
extremely positive data point for Democrats, as outstanding
African American turnout provided a key to Doug Jones’s
victory over Roy Moore. A heuristic caution against extraconfident interpretations ought to be a two-way street.

The White Vote
One of the more curious aspects of the debate over
demographics, at least in the late 2000s and early 2010s, was
the near absence of any discussion of trends among white
voters.21 This was odd; The Emerging Democratic Majority, for
one, did not ignore working-class whites, but rather
recognized them as an integral portion of the Democratic
coalition. More importantly, there are still a lot of white voters.
One can draw this conclusion even without engaging in the
sort of nonsense urged by alt-right supporters. Whites were
71 percent of the electorate in 2016 according to the exit polls
(73 percent in the States of Change data) and have typically
declined by about 2 percent in each election over many
presidential election cycles. At this rate, whites could become
a minority of the voting electorate near the end of our States
of Change projections.
More importantly, whites are very well distributed, electorally
speaking. The white share of the population exceeds their
national average in 37 states, including most swing states.
This means that a party can fare poorly nationally, but still put
up solid Electoral College numbers with a strong showing
among non-Hispanic whites. In many ways, this is the story of
2016. At the same time, the white vote has trended
Republican over the past 30 years. In 2016, Trump won the
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largest share of the two-party vote among whites of any
Republican candidate in the last 44 years, approaching the 63
percent shares from Reagan’s 1984 election and Nixon’s 1972
election. More importantly, Reagan and Nixon won these vote
shares as popular incumbents running in economies that were
producing massive economic growth, while Trump was running
as a badly damaged candidate seeking to succeed an
incumbent of the opposite party who was reasonably popular
and enjoying reasonable growth. If Trump were to run for
reelection in a growing economy, it is possible he could
perform better among whites than Reagan or Nixon.

Will these trends continue? It is hard to say. Certainly, you run
out of whites without college degrees at some point, and you
eventually run into baristas and college students, who are not
prime candidates for Republican recruitment. At the same
time, small changes can make a big difference. Under the
simulations, if Republicans were to add 5 percentage points to
Trump’s 2016 showing (or, if you prefer, 10 points to his
margin) among whites without college degrees, and everything
else were to remain the same, they would be positioned to win
the presidency throughout the 2030s and would flip states like
Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire, and Nevada into their
columns. Even if there were a countervailing trend among
whites with college degrees (which seems likely, at least for
now), Trump would still be able to win reelection in 2020 and
elect a successor in 2024. Of course, if Trump were to
somehow marry Romney’s showing with whites with college
degrees with his 2016 showing among whites without college
degrees, the Republican coalition would be difficult to beat in
the short to medium term.

But, as always seems to be the case with Trump, there are
challenges. In particular, there is an emerging split among
white voters. Democrats have, commensurate with The
Emerging Democratic Majority, made gains among whites with
college degrees. Indeed, the States of Change data suggest
that Clinton won a majority of their votes. This is a potential
problem for Republicans and may limit their potential for gains
among whites overall. (Although the States of Change data also
suggest that the growth rate of whites with college degrees can The difficulty, again, is that Republicans are likely approaching
be expected to slow in the next few decades.)
maximum strength with white voters. (Though Republicans
would have said the same about African Americans and
But here is the rub: Trump blew off the proverbial roof among Democrats in the 1950s.) It seems that the easier path would
whites without college degrees. Using the exit polls’ estimate
be to attempt to pluck off low-hanging fruit among
of Trump’s support among whites without college degrees—a nonwhites—conservative blacks and Hispanics who vote
37-point advantage—he bested Reagan’s 29-point margin
Democratic because of the racial tinge that has characterized
from 1984. As one perceptive analyst suggested, the 2016
much of the Republican Party for the past 50 years.
election can be understood as the election where whites
without college degrees started to vote like a minority group.
As a depressing concluding thought, these things may well be
The problem for Democrats is that there are far more whites
out of the hands of the parties altogether. There is social22
without college degrees than there are minority groups. More science research suggesting that as groups become
importantly, this performance among whites without college
increasingly aware of America’s diversification, they become
degrees did not suddenly appear in 2016; whites without
more racially conservative and more Republican.23 In one
college degrees have been fairly steadily trending toward
experiment, simply putting a pair of Spanish-speaking adults
Republicans over the past several decades.
on a train platform changed riders’ views on immigration—
they wanted even less of it.24 The opposite effect can be seen
among nonwhites.25 In this reading, Trump is not a disease, he
bipartisanpolicy.org
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is a symptom, and attempts to integrate communities—such
as by implementing the kinds of Housing and Urban
Development programs employed during the closing years of
the Obama administration—are likely to backfire. This isn’t a
future for America any of us should look forward to, but it may
be the one we should anticipate.

today, it could prove nearly impossible for Republicans to
break that party’s hold on them. Of course, this is also a
tendency and not a hard, fast rule. George McGovern famously
won the youngest voters in 1972, while young voters provided
Jimmy Carter with his victory in 1976. Today, early baby
boomers tend to be Republican.

Age

There are, however, two causes for concern among
Democrats. The first is that, while most age groups actually
trended toward Democrats in the two-party vote when
compared with 2012 (by about a point for the 18- to 44-yearold age group and by a half-point for the oldest voters), we
know that the national two-party vote shifted toward
Republicans. This is because middle-aged voters moved
strongly toward Republicans, by almost 3 points. This is also
the largest age cohort, and they are approaching prime
turnout years. (Although, younger groups will vote more
regularly as they mature as well, and their participation rates
will likely increase at a faster rate.)

In 2012, Democrats lost voters over the age of 45 handily.
Obama was carried to victory largely on the backs of young
voters. According to exit polls, he won 30- to 44-year-olds by
a modest 7-point margin and carried those voters between
the ages of 18 and 29 by a staggering 23 points. This
continued a trend that had been building since 2004, when
John Kerry lost the election but won voters under the age of
30 by 9 points. In 2006, 2008, 2012, and 2014, the youngest
age group was the Democrats’ strongest age group, as they
gave Democrats double-digit victories in all of those years.
It has not always been this way. In 2000, age was not a
salient predictor of electoral outcomes. George W. Bush and Al
Gore tied among the youngest voters and were within 4 points
of each other among all other age groups. In 1984, Ronald
Reagan performed better among 18- to 24-year-olds than
among 25- to 65-year-olds. But 2016 looked like a
continuation of 2008 and 2012, as the exit polls showed
Clinton winning by a double-digit margin among the youngest
voters. The States of Change data are largely consistent with
the exit polls. They show that Trump ran up the score among
the oldest voters, while Clinton enjoyed a huge margin among
the youngest voters.
This obviously poses a long-term risk for Republicans. A large
body of social-science research establishes, fairly
conclusively, that partisan identification is formed in the late
years of adolescence and early adulthood; if young voters
develop permanent attachments to the Democratic Party
27

Second, from an Electoral College perspective, there are
additional warning signs for Democrats, especially in states
that flipped to Trump in 2016. While young voters moved
strongly toward Clinton in states such as Florida and Georgia,
all age groups moved toward Republicans in Iowa, Michigan,
Ohio, and Wisconsin. In Pennsylvania, only the oldest voters
moved toward Democrats. In every state, the strongest
Republican shift (or weakest Democratic shift) came in the
44- to 64-year-old demographic. Again, this isn’t to suggest
that these states are locks for Republicans by any stretch;
Trump still lost the youngest voters in all of these states by
substantial margins. And even here, this only moves the
problem from a short-term/medium-term problem to a
medium-term/long-term problem for Republicans. It is merely
to remind us that history is not a one-way street: If these
groups continue the types of shifts we saw in 2016, 2020 may
look a lot different than we anticipate; Iowa, Michigan, Ohio,
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Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania combine for more electoral clout
than Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina.

Economy
So how might we decide whether demography has become
destiny? How can we determine whether the States of
Change hurricane forecast really is bearing down on the
Republican Party and is unlikely to change course? I suggest
a reasonably straightforward, easily measured, objective
test: when economic models of elections begin to show
surprising Republican bias. The logic here is relatively easy to
follow. For decades, political scientists have understood
elections to be largely referenda on the party in power. The
specifics vary, at times widely, from model to model, but the
general idea is that the state of the economy (however
measured), the popularity of the incumbent, whether the
nation is at peace, and how long a party has been in power
are really the drivers of elections.
Note that demographics are not directly included here. This is
because political scientists place these into the large bin of
“things that tend to cancel each other out.” However, if the
demographic approach to elections is making any sort of
interesting claim at all, then we would expect Republicans to
have a harder and harder time winning elections, even under
circumstances where they could have previously succeeded. It
would become an increasingly salient variable. Thus,
backward-looking models that rely on data from when
Republicans weren’t at a demographic disadvantage should
suggest a brighter future for Republicans than they really enjoy.
This isn’t what we see, at least for now. Take a well-respected
political-science model, Time for Change, by Emory University
political scientist and States of Change Advisory Board
member Alan Abramowitz. It posits that elections are
determined by GDP growth, presidential approval, and fatigue
with the incumbent party.
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It has a fantastic track record of predicting elections, and that
is precisely the problem, because it lacks a clear partisan
trend. In 1988, Republicans did slightly better than it
predicted. In 1992, Republicans did worse. In 1996, they did
better, and in 2000 they did better again. In 2004, they did
worse than expected, and in 2008, they did better. In 2012,
the model was spot on. In 2016, Republicans did worse,
although, as Abramowitz noted, Trump’s candidacy seemed to
violate the core assumptions of Time for Change. In other
words, the errors from States of Change show no clear
correlation with time (or anything else), as we would expect
from a strong model.
This should not happen if the Republican Party were being
drowned by a demographic wave. Instead, the model should
tend to overstate Republican strength, as it fails to consider
the negative impact of demographic changes. Yet, if we use
only the data for 1948 through 1988 and apply that best-fit
estimate to 2016, it suggests that Democrats should have won
47.7 percent of the two-party vote; almost exactly what the
Time for Change model using the data through 2012
suggested. That is remarkable stability.
This is not to say that electoral models are the be-all and
end-all of election forecasting. A lot depends on precisely how
one creates his model, and a lot goes into the factors that
contribute to a model. Demographic change could, for
example, affect presidential job approval, although traditional
modeling techniques did predict Obama’s job approval
remarkably well.26
Perhaps more importantly, these models are models of the
popular vote, which, as we’ve recently been reminded, is not
how Americans choose their executive. These models will not
tell us how Maine’s second congressional district is swinging,
nor will it tell us (much more consequentially) how the Upper
Midwest is moving. For this type of analysis, we need things
like the States of Change simulations. The take here, however,
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is that a “miss” in the popular vote is perhaps a necessary,
but it is not a sufficient condition for us to accept that
demographic shifts are no longer canceling each other out
from an electoral perspective. That is, the more demographic
shifts begin to matter, the more “fundamentals models”
should begin to err, but we still must consider the distribution
of that vote.

wrote the Supreme Court decision desegregating schools and
a Republican administration proved willing to use federal
troops to enforce that decision. Evangelical whites supported
Trump in droves, even as his behavior proved to be anathema
to their professed beliefs. Contingencies are hard to predict,
and their effects are even harder to game out.

Finally, against all of this this, we must recognize the reality of
Regardless, for all the noise, recent elections have been
the past few decades. We are now approaching 30 years past
remarkably “normal.” Republicans oversaw recessions in
when these demographic changes began to come into focus
1992 and 2008, and they lost. Democrats oversaw a strong,
during the Clinton presidency. The nonwhite share of the
growing economy in 1996, and they won. The elections of
electorate has steadily increased during this time, yet
2004 and 2012 were mixed bags, and they were reasonably
Republicans have grown stronger, confounding expectations.
close. When this predictability using traditional metrics
Today Republicans approach all-time highs in strength within
changes, we should look for an explanation, and demographics state legislatures and in governorships. They hold (at least for
are a prime candidate. We aren’t there yet, though.
now) 241 House seats, a gaudy number that would have been
inconceivable in the 1990s; they won a number of seats well
Conclusion
beyond what they achieved in their 1994 wave and did so in a
mediocre Republican year.
Taken together, the States of Change projections for the
Republican Party are reasonably dire. In none of the
Additionally, Republicans are possessed of several structural
simulations do the Republicans win an election after 2036,
advantages that enable them to soften the effects of
and all of them project some sort of electoral catastrophe in
demographic change. This is apparent from the States of
the waning years of the simulations. The best paths forward
Change scenarios, where we have produced several
for Republicans would involve some improved performance
outcomes that result in a Republican electoral victory, but
among nonwhite voters. Yet Trump seems unwilling and/or
none that result in a Republican popular vote victory. As
unable to make even marginal changes to his rhetoric (much
noted above, the Hispanic and African American populations
less his policies) that might effectuate such a change.
in the United States are inefficiently distributed for electoral
Republicans, perhaps realizing that their short-term political
purposes; making California or Texas 5 points bluer doesn’t
fates are tied to Trump’s, seem to be dutifully falling into line.
really help Democrats that much, especially if it is offset by a
further shift among whites in the Midwest. Although this
With that said, the behavior of groups do not always follow the
advantage seems to be present in most elected branches, it
lines we might neatly project (again, States of Change
is perhaps most readily apparent in the Senate. Trump lost
recognizes this). No one would have predicted blacks would
the popular vote, but carried 30 states. Even John McCain
start to vote for Democrats while the party was temporally
managed to win 22 states while losing the popular vote
close to defending the Ku Klux Klan and filibustering antibadly. Of course, continued Republican popular vote losses
lynching legislation. White Southerners continued to vote
combined with electoral wins could have serious
Republican in the 1950s, even after a Republican Chief Justice
29
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consequences for democratic legitimacy and would likely
provoke a constitutional crisis at a certain point. But for
purposes of election analysis, we cannot simply ignore these
structural realities.
Looming over all of this is President Trump. Simply put, if
demographics were the overwhelming factor that many
suggest they are, then a candidate like Trump ought not to
have been able to win in the least-white electorate on
record. Yet, he did win—and likely won in part as a reaction
to these demographic changes. It is possible he represents a
last gasp of the old Republican coalition. One can certainly
make a case that he maxed out the white vote in 2016. Yet
we have heard declarations of “last gasps” for Republicans
in 1994, 2002, 2004, and 2010. Perhaps we should simply
call this “breathing.”
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