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Abstract  
 

An analysis of the relationship between the electoral college and its impact on presidential candidates’ attention or 

visits to each state. The study seeks to understand and answer the question of how the electoral college impacts the 

attention of presidential candidates to each state. The analysis found that certain states defined within the study as 
"battleground" or "toss up" states are much more likely to be visited by presidential candidates, and, in addition, the 

data showed that there is a hierarchy within battleground states. The states that have a higher number of electoral 

votes were visited more often than other smaller electoral vote tossup states. This shows there is a direct correlation 

between a state being deemed a "battleground" state, thus having more electoral votes to the attention or visits a 

presidential candidate shows to that state. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The Electoral College has been a fair source of frustration in the eyes of the common voter for the past few decades, 

regardless of voter affiliation to either political party. Democrats were furious in 2000, when Vice President Al Gore 

lost his election campaign for the Presidency because he lost the electoral college, while winning the popular vote. 

Likewise, Republicans have voiced complaints about the electoral college providing Democrats multiple ways to 

victory, while pigeonholing Republican candidates in securing victory solely by winning a number of battleground 

states. Many concerns have been raised by citizens, the media, and even a number of politicians as to what impact the 

Electoral College has on the attention that presidential candidates lavish on the states that are toss up states. The 

purpose of this investigation is to focus and examine the relationship between the number of Electoral College votes 

each state has and compare them to the number of visits by presidential candidates to each state. Prior research has 

focused on whether the Electoral College should be changed or removed or what party it helps, rather than the impact 

of it on presidential campaigns. This research will contribute a new area of study regarding the Electoral College’s 

impact on presidential campaigns. 
 

2. Literature Review 
 

The body of quantitative research on impacts of the Electoral College teems with variables, exploratory research, and 

dedicated interest in the topic. The majority of the articles researched had many different stances on the Electoral 

College, and whether it should be abolished or not, but one commonality that existed was that candidates were 

extremely affected by the system of the electoral college, which plays a major part in their campaign operations 

(Wright, 2008). 
 

Electoral College research is frequently marred by political bias in the form of one of the two major parties, and turns 

into a “he said, she said” debate. In the aftermath of an election a party will celebrate the history of the college and 

impress upon others the importance of the practice. Four years later those same people can often be found doing the 

exact opposite (Collin, 2016). A key example of this would be how much Republicans complained about the electoral 

college in the lead up to the 2016 election, but immediately after winning due to three key battleground states the 

parties switched views on the electoral college ( Flegenheimer, Matt, & Barbaro, 2016). They bemoaned the lack of 

“democracy” in the country and insisted that the Electoral College must be repealed (Fon, 2004). Everyone will agree 

that the Electoral College does favor battleground states no matter their stance on the system (Kedar, Harsgor, & 

Sheinerman, 2015). In addition, there is the question over whether battleground states are truly most valued, or 

battleground states with a large electoral college vote (Brawner, 2016).There has been a long debate on whether large 

states or small states derive the most power or hold any advantage through the electoral college, but John Wright brings 

up the possibility that the true power lies in the hands of states that are considered “competitive” or “toss up” (Wright, 

2008).  
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This in essence is the hard, factual based evidence that most citizens and voters don’t really consider, but really should. 

States that are either a deep red state like Nebraska, or a deep blue state like California get very little consideration 

from major party presidential candidates in the general election (Riggs, Hobbs, & Riggs, 2009). 
 

Why would a Republican presidential candidate bother campaigning in California? Why would a Democrat candidate 

bother campaigning in Missouri? Instead candidates focus and visit key states such as Florida, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

North Carolina, and Virginia, to name a few (Grofman & Feld, 2005) The question that really needs to be discussed is 

how much of an impact this campaign practice has on politicians campaigns?  
 

3. Bivariate Directional Hypothesis 
 

In short, politicians frequent and spend more time and money in states that are considered “toss up”, and this relates 

directly to the Electoral College “winner-take-all” system. Thus, our hypothesis is that the Electoral College votes a 

state has is a direct representation of the  average number of visits that a presidential candidate undertakes to a state 

during the election cycle barring exceptions in stronghold or safe states. 
 

4. Methodology 
 

The Independent Variable (IV) in the research is the number of electoral votes that each state has. The Dependent 

Variable (DV) is the average number of visits that a presidential candidate undertakes to a state during the election 

cycle. Within the study there is the caveat that presidential candidates are way more likely to visit battleground states 

rather than states that are considered safe or stronghold states. Keeping this in mind, looking at all 50 states is a good 

way to examine this hypothesis. The sample size are the 50 states and the time period is over the past 3 presidential 

election cycles. That contains the elections of 2016, 2012, and 2008. There were 3 tables created (one for each 

presidential election year) that includes all 50 states in one column, not differentiating between the states considered 

battleground or safe states, the number of electoral college votes each state had during each presidential cycle, and the 

number of visits by both major party candidates. A state was classified as safe or battleground by the pre collected data 

from the New York Times (NYT) for each election cycle. The 2008 table is shown in Table 1: 
 

Table 1: The 2008 election showing each state with the number of electoral votes it has along with the total number of 

visits that were made to the state by presidential candidates 
 

2008 

State (Name) Category Electoral Votes Visits 

Alabama Safe-Red 9 0 

Alaska Safe-Red 3 0 

Arizona Safe-Red 10 2 

Arkansas Safe-Red 6 0 

California Safe-Blue 55 0 

Colorado Lean Blue 9 17 

Connecticut Safe-Blue 7 0 

Delaware Safe-Blue 3 0 

Florida Tossup 27 30 

Georgia Lean Red 15 0 

Hawaii Safe-Blue 4 0 

Idaho Safe-Red 4 0 

Illinois Safe-Blue 21 1 

Indiana Tossup 11 10 

Iowa Lean Blue 7 8 

Kansas Safe-Red 6 0 

Kentucky Safe-Red 8 0 

Louisiana Safe-Red 9 0 

Maine Safe-Blue 4 1 

Maryland Safe-Blue 10 1 

Massachusetts Safe-Blue 12 0 

Michigan Safe-Blue 17 12 

Minnesota Lean Blue 10 1 

Mississippi Safe-Red 6 0 

Missouri Tossup 11 16 

Montana Lean Red 3 0 
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Nebraska Safe-Red 5 0 

Nevada Lean Blue 5 9 

New Hampshire Lean Blue 4 9 

New Jersey Safe-Blue 15 0 

New Mexico Lean Blue 5 9 

New York Safe-Blue 31 10 

North Carolina Tossup 15 13 

North Dakota Lean Red 3 0 

Ohio Tossup 20 35 

Oklahoma Safe-Red 7 0 

Oregon Safe-Blue 7 0 

Pennsylvania Lean Blue 21 29 

Rhode Island Safe-Blue 4 0 

South Carolina Safe-Red 8 0 

South Dakota Safe-Red 3 0 

Tennessee Safe-Red 11 1 

Texas Safe-Red 34 1 

Utah Safe-Red 5 0 

Vermont Safe-Blue 3 0 

Virginia Lean Blue 13 21 

Washington Safe-Blue 11 0 

West Virginia Lean Red 5 1 

Wisconsin Lean Blue 10 11 

Wyoming Safe-Red 3 0 
 

After all the data was collected it was analyzed by first specifying whether the hypothesis at the beginning of the study 

was true. If over 90% of the “safe” states were not visited over 5 times in total by the presidential candidates in all of 

the election cycle years for which data was available, it can be concluded that the hypothesis was correct and most (if 

not all) presidential candidates focus on battleground states in terms of visitation. After this the data collected for the 

battleground states was surveyed and then an equation that correlated the number of Electoral College votes to the 

number of visits by presidential candidates over the election cycle was formulated. If it was found that battleground 

states with a small number of electoral college votes were visited as often as battleground states with a high number of 

electoral college votes than it can be concluded that the hypothesis was proven wrong. However, if it seems that there is 

a correlation meaning that a significant number of visits to battleground states with higher electoral college votes were 

made, rather than battleground states with a low number of electoral college votes, then it can be concluded that the 

hypothesis was correct and the data can be further examined to see what other factors may affect it. 
 

5. Analysis 
 

After gathering the data for the three election cycles, it was very clear that on average battleground or toss up states are 

visited more often by presidential candidates. In the three election cycles that data was gathered for the two major party 

candidates would often overlook visiting most of the 50 states except for the 10-15 toss up or lean red/lean blue states. 
  

5.1 2008 Election 
 

In 2008 the NYT identified 5 toss up states which were Florida, Indiana, Missouri, North Carolina, and Ohio. Of those 

5 states considered toss ups, they all had a relatively high number of electoral votes each, as shown in Table 2. Within 

this sample of data, it can be seen that generally as the number of electoral votes increased for each state, the number of 

visits did as well, therefore being an inclination of proof to support the hypothesis of this paper. 
 

Table 2: In 2008 the NYT identified 5 toss up states, as seen below, along with the number of electoral votes each state 

had and the total number of visits made by presidential candidates 
 

2008 

State (Name) Category Electoral Votes Visits 

Florida Toss Up 27 30 

Indiana Toss Up 11 10 

Missouri Toss Up 11 16 

North Carolina Toss Up 15 20 

Ohio Toss Up 20 35 
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5.2 2012 Election 
 

In 2012, the NYT identified 6 toss up states which were Colorado, Florida, Iowa, North Carolina, Ohio, and Virginia, 

as shown in Table 3. Much like in 2008, as the number of electoral votes increased for each state so did the number of 

visits the presidential candidates undertook to those toss up states. One notable exception to this was North Carolina 

where there were only 5 visits, but this did not take into account that the Democratic National Convention was held in 

Charlotte, North Carolina that year. 
 

Table 3: The 6 toss up states identified by the NYT for the 2012 election with the number of electoral votes it has along 

with the total number of visits that were made to the state by presidential candidates 
 

2012 

State (Name) Category Electoral Votes Visits 

Colorado Toss Up 9 24 

Florida Toss Up 29 58 

Iowa Toss Up 6 27 

North Carolina Toss Up 15 5 

Ohio Toss Up 18 73 

Virginia Toss Up 13 45 
 

 

5.3 2016 Election 
 

In 2016, there were 7 battleground states which included Colorado, Florida, Iowa, Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, and 

Pennsylvania as shown in Table 4. 
 

Table 4: In 2016, there were 7 battleground states identified by NYT, as seen in the table below, along with the 

electoral votes allotted to each state and the total number of visits made by presidential candidates to that state for that 

election cycle. 
 
 

2016 

State (Name) Category Electoral Votes Visits 

Colorado Toss Up 9 19 

Florida Toss Up 29 71 

Iowa Toss Up 6 21 

Michigan Toss Up 16 22 

North Carolina Toss Up 15 55 

Ohio Toss Up 18 48 

Pennsylvania Toss Up 20 54 
 

The data once again shows that in general the amount of visits to a state increases as the number of electoral votes for 

that state increase. Again, we have the notable exception of North Carolina disrupting the trend, but this may also be a 

factor due to the limited attention North Carolina was given in previous election cycles since before 2008 it was a solid 

Republican safe state. The increased attention in 2016 was also a result of both campaigns believing that any victory 

hinged on them winning North Carolina, explaining the uncharacteristically high number of visits by both Donald 

Trump and Hillary Clinton. 
 

6. Conclusion 
 

The hypothesis states that “in short, politicians frequent and spend more in states that are considered “toss up”, and this 

relates directly to the electoral college “winner-take-all” system. Thus, we hypothesize that the electoral college votes a 

state has is a direct representation of the  average number of visits that a presidential candidate undertakes within a state 

during the election cycle barring exceptions in stronghold or safe states” was generally supported by the data collected 

in this study, with one notable exception being North Carolina, while the rest of the toss up states generally followed 

the trend. In the future it would be prudent to look at implementing more variables into this research and expanding on 

the current research, adding on factors like historical precedent, money spent in each toss up state, etc. 
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