Electoral College Results – 2000-2016
1)  Name FOUR states that voted for George W. Bush twice and also for Obama twice. 

What do we call such states?

(some of these states were:) Florida, Ohio, Virginia & Colorado.  These are usually

called “swing states.”

2)  Explain how it could be that Obama won a very similar percentage of the nationwide

popular vote in 2012 (51.0%) as did Bush in 2004 (50.7%), yet he won a far

greater percentage of the electoral votes (332 = 62% v. 286 = 53%).

A presidential election is a reflection of our system of federalism.  It is a

state-by-state contest in which candidates accumulate electoral votes by

winning the popular vote in individual states.  Obama’s 51% of the nationwide

popular vote in 2012 was spread out in such a way he was able to win the

popular vote over Mitt Romney in enough states to accumulate 332 electoral votes. 

Bush’s 50.7% in 2004 was more narrowly concentrated and allowed him to win the

popular vote over John Kerry in only enough states to earn 286 electoral votes.

3)  Explain how a person (such as Hillary Clinton in 2016) can win the nationwide

popular vote yet still lose the election.

As implied above, in terms of determining the outcome of a presidential

election, the nationwide popular vote is a meaningless statistic.  The popular

vote only matters on a state-by-state basis.  In 2016, Donald Trump, despite

getting approximately 3,000,000 fewer popular votes nationwide than Hillary

Clinton, won the popular vote in enough individual states to get to 270 electoral

votes (in fact, the states he won added up to over 300).  Simply put, to win the

presidency, Hillary Clinton would have had to win the popular vote in several

more states.
4)  Explain why Texas had 32 electoral votes in 2000, 34 in 2004 and 2008, and 38

in 2012 and 2016.



Electoral votes are based on how many total seats a state has in Congress

(House + Senate).  Over the past several decades, Texas has been one of the

fastest growing states in the Union.  As a result of the process of

reapportionment performed after the Census counts in 2000 and 2010, the

steady increase in the population of Texas has yielded an increased number of

House seats (from 30 in the 1990s and through the 2000 election, to 32 after the

2000 Census, to their current total of 36 after the 2010 Census).  This increased

number of House seats for Texas has resulted in an increased number of electoral
votes.


5)  Explain why the electoral votes in Nebraska were split in 2008.  Why did this not

happen in any other year.



48 states and D.C. use a “Winner-Take-All” system for determining who

wins their votes in the Electoral College.  In other words, whoever wins the

popular vote in a state wins all of the electors for that state.  Only Nebraska and

Maine use a different system.  These two states use a “District” system in which

the winner of the popular vote statewide wins that state’s first 2 electors (these

two correspond to their two Senators who are elected on a statewide basis).  To

assign the remaining electors, these states look at which candidate wins the popular

vote in each of the state’s individual Congressional districts.

In 2008, John McCain won the statewide popular vote in Nebraska (giving him 2 electors).  He also won the popular vote in two of Nebraska’s three Congressional districts (giving him 2 more electors for a total of 4).  Since Obama won the popular vote in the Congressional district which includes the Omaha area, he won the last of Nebraska’s 5 electoral votes.  In all of the other recent elections, the Republican candidate won not only the popular vote statewide, but also won it in each of the three individual Congressional districts, giving him all 5 of Nebraska’s electoral votes.
Interestingly, there was a similar result in Maine in 2016 when Hillary Clinton won the statewide popular vote and the popular vote in one of Maine’s two Congressional districts, giving her 3 of Maine’s 4 electoral votes.  But since Trump won the popular vote in Maine’s other Congressional district, he snagged one of Maine’s electoral votes.
6)  In 2000 and in 2004, the Democratic candidates (Gore and Kerry) received one less

electoral vote than they should have based on all the states where they won the

popular vote.  Similarly, in 2016, both Trump and Hillary got less electoral votes

than they should have based on the states where each of them won the popular

vote.  Explain why.


The Framers, of course, did not have complete faith in the judgment of the

people.  Although they designed an electoral system which let the people vote in

November to show which candidate they prefer for the presidency, the Framers

then gave the electors chosen by the state legislatures complete power to decide

whether or not the people got it right.  If the electors agreed with the people of

their state, they could vote for the same candidate the people chose.  If not, the
electors could vote for any other candidate they wanted, they could even abstain or

vote for someone who was not even on the ballot.

230 years later, we (perhaps sadly) still use this same antiquated, “the-people-can’t-be-fully-trusted” system.  Electors are still free agents who can simply ignore what the people in their state want and vote for whomever they choose.  The elections mentioned above show how on occasion, a so-called “faithless elector” will refuse to follow the will of the people in his/her state.

In 2000, an elector in D.C. who should have voted for Al Gore (since Gore won the popular vote in D.C.) simply abstained and didn’t cast a vote for anyone.  In 2004, an elector in Minnesota who should have voted for John Kerry (since he won the popular vote in Minnesota) instead cast a vote for Kerry’s running mate, John Edwards, for president – even though Edwards was officially running for V.P., not president.
In 2016, this loophole in the electoral college system was on display in an even more dramatic fashion.  In this election 7 electors (the second highest number in history) refused to vote for the candidate who won the popular vote in their state – 5 who were supposed to vote for Hillary Clinton and 2 who were supposed to vote for Donald Trump.  As a result, electoral votes in 2016 were officially recorded for Bernie Sanders, Collin Powell, John Kasich, Ron Paul and even a Native American activist named Faith Spotted Eagle.
