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The role of the Electoral College in 
US presidential elections 

SUMMARY 
The President and Vice-President of the United States of America are not elected directly by US 
voters, but rather by the Electoral College, a representative body composed of 538 electors chosen 
by voters in parallel contests in each of the 50 US states and the District of Columbia. This body 
emerged during the Constitutional Convention of 1787 as a compromise designed to ensure the 
continuing pre-eminence of the states in the US federal system, as well as to temper what were seen 
then as potentially dangerous democratic passions. At first, state legislatures chose the electors, and 
it was only in the 19th century that state authorities began to appoint electors on the basis of the 
result of a popular vote. 

The operation of the Electoral College and the process by which it chooses a presidential 'ticket' has 
attracted growing attention in recent decades, on account of an increasingly polarised US political 
landscape and a changing electoral map. The existence of the Electoral College poses a number of 
basic questions about the fairness of the electoral process and popular representation in the United 
States. Moreover, there are many questions about how precisely the Electoral College process 
should be carried out, in order for it to be considered legitimate, especially as regards the behaviour 
of electors and their political parties during the election period. Two elections in the past two 
decades – those of 2000 and 2016 – have resulted in the victory of a candidate who received fewer 
votes nationwide than their opponent. 

Calls for the abolition of the institution and the introduction of direct election of the President by all 
citizens have become more frequent. Polls show a consistent majority in favour of this change, 
although this majority has narrowed and opinion has become more polarised along partisan lines 
as evidence has emerged of a structural advantage in the Electoral College for the Republican Party 
candidate. Nevertheless, this institution has endured for over two centuries of republican 
government, and a number of arguments are put forward in its defence. US public opinion is also 
more divided on the detail of proposed alternatives. 
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What is the Electoral College? 
The Electoral College is a temporary body established every four years in conjunction with the 
federal elections, with the task of electing the President and Vice-President of the United States. 
Article II, Section 1 of the US Constitution (1787), as modified by the 12th Amendment (1804), 
provides the constitutional framework for the process, which is supplemented by federal and state 
laws, and political party rules. The Constitution empowers each state legislature to determine the 
manner by which the state's electors are chosen,1 and grants Congress the power to determine the 
time when the Electoral College meets.  

The Electoral College consists of 538 electors. Each state is represented by a number of electors that 
is equal to its representation in Congress. For example, Virginia is currently represented in Congress 
by 11 Representatives in the House and two Senators, giving it 13 votes in the Electoral College. 
Texas has 36 Representatives, two Senators, and 38 electoral votes. Although the District of 
Columbia is not a state, the 23rd Amendment (1961) of the Constitution allocated it three electors. 
The total number of electors is therefore the sum of the number of Senators (100) and full voting 
members of the House of Representatives (435), plus three for the District of Columbia.2 Because of 
the vast differences in population and consequently representation in the House, the number of 
electoral votes varies enormously by state. The six states with the most electors are California (55), 
Texas (38), New York (29), Florida (29), Illinois (20), and Pennsylvania (20). The District of Columbia 
and the seven least populous states (Alaska, Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Vermont, and Wyoming) only have three electors each – a minimum that means that the smallest 

Figure 1 – Allocation of electors per state for the presidential elections of 2012, 2016 and 2020. 

Source: EPRS. 
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states are over-represented in relation to their population. The total number of Representatives for 
each state in Congress, and therefore Electoral College votes, is adjusted following the decennial 
census to reflect population shifts among the states in a process referred to as 'reapportionment'. 
The next redistricting cycle will take place following the completion of the 2020 census. 

To be elected, candidates for President and Vice-President running on a single ticket must secure a 
majority of at least 270 Electoral College votes. Each ticket has pre-assigned electors in each state 
who are only authorised to assemble as part of the Electoral College if their respective ticket wins 
the election in that state. Therefore, voters in each state do not choose the President directly, but 
rather choose the electors for a particular candidate. The names of the candidates for President and 
Vice-President appear on the ballot, but formally speaking this is merely an instruction for their 
assigned electors to vote for them in the Electoral College. Political parties in every state choose a 
new slate of electors during each presidential election cycle, and political parties usually choose 
from a pool of individuals committed to the objectives of that party.  

The overall effect of the Electoral College system, which divides votes by state mostly on a winner-
takes-all basis, is that it is possible for a candidate to win a majority in the Electoral College in a 
situation without winning the 'popular vote', i.e. the most votes nationwide. In total, four US 
Presidents, most recently George W. Bush in 2000, and Donald Trump in 2016, have been elected by 
the Electoral College this way.3 

Origins and history 
The Constitutional Convention of 1787, which drafted the federal Constitution of the US, looked at 
several possible methods of electing the President, including selection by Congress, by the state 
governors, by the state legislatures, and by direct popular election. The highly contentious issue was 
referred to the 'Committee of Eleven on Postponed Matters', which conceived the Electoral College 
system in its original form. This solution was approved by delegates to the Constitutional 
Convention, and was incorporated into the constitutional text with only minor changes.  

The establishment of the Electoral College was a compromise that sought to balance a number of 
considerations. In the first place, the drafters of the Constitution wanted the President to be free of 
excessive influence by Congress, to ensure an effective separation of powers. They also wanted to 
provide for a strong role of the federated states, by envisioning a distribution of electors in a way 
that would also ensure a role for the less populous states. The role of states is further enhanced by 
the fact that state legislatures have broad authority over the manner in which their electors are 
chosen (by popular vote, by the legislature itself or by another body). In political terms, an important 
consideration was the desire to avoid excessive partisan or factional struggles, by giving the final 
word to the electors, who, it was hoped, would be prominent and educated citizens making 
responsible choices. The objective of preventing factionalism and informal dealing is notably 
reflected in the requirement that each slate of electors assemble in their respective state and cast 
their votes as state representatives, rather than assembling at a single location. Furthermore, the 
Constitution also mandates that the two candidates that electors vote for (President and Vice 
President) must come from different states. 

Nevertheless, the original constitutional provisions, under which electors cast two votes for different 
candidates for President, with the runner-up being elected Vice-President, proved to be unworkable 
after only two contested elections. The 1796 elections produced the unexpected result that the 
Federalist candidate, John Adams, was elected President, while his political rival, Democratic-
Republican Thomas Jefferson, was elected Vice-President. In 1800, Thomas Jefferson and his 
candidate for Vice-President, Aaron Burr, won the same number of votes in the Electoral College, 
because Jefferson's party failed to instruct one elector to cast a vote for someone other than Burr. 
Following this, Congress proposed the 12th Amendment (1804), which provides for separate 
electoral vote ballots in Congress for the President and Vice-President. The system has remained 
unchanged since then.  
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The process of appointing the state electors has also changed over time. At the outset, it was state 
legislatures that chose the electors in many states, but from the early 19th century onwards, most 
states gradually moved to the system of appointing electors on the basis of a direct popular vote. 
By 1832, all states except one (South Carolina) were choosing their electors in this way, and since 
1880, this has been true for all states. After the passage of the 23rd Amendment, residents of the 
District of Columbia were able to vote in presidential elections for the first time in 1964.  

The Electoral College process 
The procedures by which the Electoral College elects the President and Vice-President are governed 
by the US Constitution (in particular Article II, Section 1, and 12th Amendment), and federal law (the 
Electoral Count Act of 1887, amended in 1948, and now codified in Title 3 of the United States Code). 

Electors are appointed and cast their votes 
Every four years on the Tuesday following the first Monday in November4 (though early voting and 
voting by mail are also possible), Americans vote for a joint ticket of candidates for President and 
Vice-President. In practice, they vote for a list of candidates for the office of elector who have 
pledged to support that party's ticket in the Electoral College. Forty-eight states and the District of 
Columbia award all their Electoral College votes to the candidate who receives the most votes in 
that state. Maine and Nebraska are the only exceptions: they use a mixed 'district system' whereby 
two electors are awarded to the candidate that wins the most votes in the state overall, with the 
remainder awarded to the candidate that comes first in each congressional district.5 

After the election, state election officials are responsible for counting and certifying their state's 
results. Once the final results of the vote are declared, the state's Governor (or Mayor, for the District 
of Columbia) must, 'as soon as practicable' (US Code Title 3, Section 6), prepare 'Certificates of 
Ascertainment' listing both the winning and losing ticket's electors; specifying the number of votes 
won by each ticket; and identifying the winning ticket and the electors pledged to that ticket who 
will assemble as part of the Electoral College on the 'Monday after the second Wednesday in 
December' (for the 2020 election, 14 December) to cast their votes for the office of President and 
Vice-President. The 12th Amendment to the Constitution stipulates that the electors 'shall meet in 
their respective States, and vote by ballot for President and Vice-President, one of whom, at least, 
shall not be an inhabitant of the same state with themselves'. The electors meet separately in each 
state (almost always in the state capital), and vote separately for President and Vice President. The 
result of the vote in the Electoral College is subsequently certified (recorded on a 'Certificate of Vote') 
and sent to Congress – that is, to the Vice-President in his capacity as President of the Senate – with 
copies sent to a number of other state and federal officials. Having thus performed its duty, the 
Electoral College ceases to exist until the next election for President. 

US Code Title 3, Section 5 provides that if results in any state are contested, and the 'judicial or other 
methods' to resolve such disputes, as set out in state laws enacted prior to election day, have been 
implemented and concluded at least six days before the date the Electoral College is due to meet, 
that conclusion shall be deemed final. This deadline to determine the final results from each state is 
known as the 'safe harbor' deadline, and for the 2020 election falls on 8 December.6 There is legal 
ambiguity about whether Article II of the Constitution allows state legislatures to appoint an 
alternative list of electors to that certified by the state Governor at any point before the Electoral 
College meets. 

Congress counts the votes 
At 1 p.m. on the 6 January of the year following the presidential election, the newly elected Congress 
meets in a joint session of the Senate and the House of Representatives, in the House chamber, to 
count the electoral votes and make a formal declaration of which candidates have been elected 
President and Vice-President. This session is presided over by the (incumbent) Vice-President, who 

https://theconversation.com/could-a-few-state-legislatures-choose-the-next-president-146950
https://theconversation.com/could-a-few-state-legislatures-choose-the-next-president-146950
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opens the electoral vote certificates from each state in alphabetical order, and presents them to four 
tellers, two from each chamber.7 Once a candidate has attained 'a majority of the whole number of 
Electors appointed' (12th Amendment), conventionally understood to mean 270 electoral votes (see 
below), they are declared President and Vice-President. 

However, federal law also includes provisions for possible objections to the counting of one or more 
of the electoral votes from a state. Any such objection must be presented in writing and must be 
signed by at least one Senator and one Representative, and must state clearly the grounds. The latter 
can include the claim that a vote was not 'regularly given' by an elector, or that the elector was not 
'lawfully certified'. In such a case, the joint session of Congress is suspended and each chamber 
meets separately to debate the objection and vote whether to count the vote in question. Both 
houses of Congress must vote separately to agree to the objection for the latter to be accepted. 
Otherwise, the objection fails and the vote or votes are counted. If the objection is sustained, and 
the electoral votes are discounted, it is not clear whether the phrase 'a majority of the whole number 
of Electors appointed' still refers to all 538 possible electors, or to the smaller denominator tallied by 
Congress. The answer to this question could in turn determine whether the criteria have been met 
for a 'contingent election'. 

Figure 2 – Electoral College timeline 2020 

3 November 2020: General election day 
General election day for electors for the President and 
Vice-President is set by law as the Tuesday after the first 
Monday in November in presidential election years. 

4 November-14 December 2020: Counting popular 
votes and filing Certificates of Ascertainment 

After election day, the states must count and certify 
popular vote results. State Governors must prepare, 'as 
soon as practicable', documents known as Certificates of 
Ascertainment of the vote. 

8 December 2020: 'Safe Harbor' deadline 

The US Code (USC 3, Section 5) provides that if election 
results are contested in any state, and if the state, prior to 
election day, has enacted procedures to settle 
controversies or contests over electors and electoral 
votes, and if these procedures have been applied, and the 
results have been determined six days before the electors' 
meetings, then these results are considered to be 
conclusive, and will apply in the counting of the electoral 
votes. 

14 December 2020: Electors vote in their states 
Electors meet and vote. Electoral college delegations 
meet separately in their respective states and the District 
of Columbia. 

23 December 2020: Certificates must be delivered to 
designated officials 

Certificates of electoral vote results must be delivered to 
designated officials by the fourth Wednesday in 
December. In 2020 that date is 23 December. 

6 January 2021: Joint session of Congress to count 
electoral votes and declare election results 

On 6 January, the Senate and House of Representatives 
assemble at 1 p.m. in a joint session at the Capitol, in the 
House chamber, to count the electoral votes and declare 
the results. The Vice-President presides as President of the 
Senate. 

20 January 2021: Presidential inauguration The Vice-President takes the oath first, followed at noon 
by the President. 

Source: The Electoral College: A 2020 Presidential Election Timeline, Congressional Research Service. 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11641
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Contingent election 
If no candidate receives the required majority of electoral votes, or the vote results in a 269–269 tie 
in the Electoral College, the 12th Amendment to the Constitution provides that the House of 
Representatives shall choose the President, and the Senate shall choose the Vice-President in a 
process known as a 'contingent election'. This procedure has been used only twice before, in 1800 
and 1824. In a contingent election, each state's delegation of Representatives in the House casts a 
single vote for President (the District of Columbia does not participate), while each Senator casts a 
single vote for Vice-President. It is important to note that it is not a majority of members of the House 
of Representatives that selects the President, but rather a majority of the 50 state delegations: 
California's 53 representatives, 45 of whom are currently Democrats, would thus have the same 
weight as Wyoming's single Republican representative. In the current, 116th, Congress, the 
Democratic Party controls the House, but the Republican Party has a majority of representatives in 
26 out of 50 state delegations. There is no official deadline for completing this process. 

In the run-up to the 2020 election, there was some speculation in the US media about scenarios in 
which the current Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, who is expected to be re-elected to the role 
by the new Congress, could become President.8 This was based on the 1947 Presidential Succession 
Act, which provides that the Speaker of the House is third in the line of succession in the event that 
both the President and the Vice-President are unable to serve. In 2021, if no new President and Vice-
President have been elected by noon on 20 January, for example in the case of a failed contingent 
election, the Speaker of the House would be sworn as acting President until a new President or Vice-
President were elected. 

Faithless electors 
One of the key issues concerning the Electoral College process is the responsibility of electors to the 
voters who elected them. There is no federal provision detailing how the electors must actually vote, 
and although nearly all electors since the earliest presidential elections have voted for the 
candidates to whom they were pledged, on occasion one or more electors have voted differently. 
These 'faithless electors' were more common in the 19th century, but their votes have never affected 
the choice of President. There was one faithless elector in 1948, 1956, 1960, 1968, 1972, 1976, and 
1988, and a blank ballot was cast in 2000. A number of states have attempted to enforce discipline 
with a variety of means such as fines or oaths, but electors have generally been given the discretion 
to cast their vote as they see fit, and their responsibility has been seen as political rather than legal. 

Nevertheless, after the 2016 presidential elections the behaviour of a few electors gave rise to a 
serious dispute and constitutional litigation. In that year, Democratic electors Michael Baca of 
Colorado and Bret Chiafalo of Washington State sought to find support for a Republican alternative 
to Donald Trump, despite the fact that state legislation required them to vote for Hillary Clinton, the 
popular vote winner in both states. Chiafalo and two other Washington electors ultimately cast their 
votes for Colin Powell, while Baca cast his vote for John Kasich. In all, there were seven 'faithless' 
votes in the 2016 Electoral College, and several more electors indicated they would have voted 
differently had they not been restricted by state law. Chiafalo and Washington's other faithless 
electors were fined US$1 000 for voting against their voters' wishes. The Washington state Supreme 
Court upheld the fines, ruling that the Constitution does not provide electors with absolute 
discretion to vote contrary to their state's direction. A different scenario unfolded in Colorado, where 
Baca cast his vote contrary to popular will, but the state discarded his ballot and replaced him with 
an elector who voted for Hillary Clinton. Baca initiated legal proceedings, alleging that his 
constitutional rights as an elector had been violated. The 10th Circuit Court of Appeal decided that 
Colorado had acted unconstitutionally by removing Baca because states may not interfere with an 
elector's discretion.  

The Supreme Court agreed to hear appeals from these two cases – Chiafalo v. Washington and 
Colorado Department of State v. Baca – to determine how much power states have to control the 
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presidential selection process in the Electoral College. The Court decided the cases on 6 July 2020. 
Chiafalo was a unanimous ruling of the Court, affirming the lower court's decision that states may 
enforce the pledge of an elector in the presidential election. Justice Elena Kagan wrote the opinion, 
holding that the Constitution's text and history both support allowing a state to enforce an elector's 
pledge to support his party's nominee and the state voters' choice for President. The Baca case was 
then decided on the basis of the reasoning provided in Chiafalo. 

Criticism and defence of the Electoral College 
Particularly in the wake of close electoral contests or even mismatches between results of the 
Electoral College vote and the nationwide popular vote, the Electoral College has drawn a number 
of criticisms, which have in turn been met with counter-arguments in defence of the system. Many 
of the criticisms can be divided into four broad and partly overlapping categories. 

Dominant role of the states in general: Modern US presidential elections amount to 51 separate 
elections in the 50 states and the District of Columbia, the rules of which are largely decided by the 
states themselves. This could be seen as running counter to the national or 'union' aspect of 
elections to a federal office that is meant to represent the country as a whole. Critics contend that 
the Electoral College is skewed too heavily towards the states – the lack of a constitutional 
requirement even for electors to follow the popular vote in their state (to say nothing of the winner 
of the popular vote nationwide), which opens the door to faithless electors, could be seen as 
supporting this view. Even in the case of a contingent election, the US House of Representatives 
must vote not according to the true national strength of parties among its whole membership, but 
instead with each state delegation casting a single vote. 

Artificial focus on 'battleground' states: Not only are presidential elections actually state elections, a 
mere handful of the 51 presidential contests across the country attract a disproportionate amount 
of attention from candidates and media because they are likely to be close contests with a 
significant number of electors at stake. Voters in these 'battleground', 'toss-up' or 'swing' states have 
disproportionate influence over the outcome of an election that concerns voters in all states, and 
ultimately benefit from extra political attention and potentially also targeted federal policy and 
funding, while voters in other 'spectator' states are 'taken for granted'. The most consequential 
battleground state is Florida, which awards all of its (currently) 29 electoral votes to the state-wide 
winner, and between 1996 and 2016 voted three times each for the Republican and Democratic 
presidential candidates. 

Lack of proportionality: Some criticisms of the Electoral College mirror criticisms of 'first-past-the-
post', 'winner-takes-all' or plurality constituency systems generally, of which the Electoral College 
can be seen as one example: namely, that they distort voters' intentions by allowing a candidate 
who has not been actively selected by more than 50 % of voters to be declared the winner – in other 
words, that they are not entirely democratic. In another echo of criticism of other non-proportional 
democracies, the Electoral College is charged with discriminating against third-party candidates 
who many voters may prefer, but have a strong disincentive to vote for, for fear of damaging the 
chances of one of the two major party candidates that they consider to be the 'lesser evil'.9 

Similarly, the Electoral College is charged with giving too much representation to sparsely 
populated, rural states. As discussed below, this can be viewed simultaneously as both a 
constitutional 'feature' and a democratic 'bug' – in other words, a conscious trade-off by the system's 
architects for greater small-state representation at the cost of fidelity to the popular democratic will. 

Perverse outcomes: The most politically salient criticism of the Electoral College is its capacity to 
'misfire' by producing a winner that did not win even a plurality of the nationwide popular vote, 
something that has happened twice in the past two decades. This misalignment between the 
popular nationwide vote and the electoral outcome is felt by some to be both undemocratic and 
unfair. Moreover, in the modern political era in which the same two parties have dominated for 
many decades, this misalignment has favoured the Republican Party; this is because, as discussed 

https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/written-explanation
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Big-Ideas_West_Electoral-College.pdf
https://twitter.com/BernieSanders/status/1152287912156946432?s=20
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trump-is-an-underdog-but-the-electoral-colleges-republican-tilt-improves-his-chances/
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above, the Electoral College over-represents voters in sparsely populated, rural states in the 
country's interior, who tend to vote Republican. 

Defence of the Electoral College can in turn be divided into three broad arguments. 

Democratic contest at state level: As discussed above, the Electoral College was originally designed 
as an antidote to democratic excess, by allowing state elites to appoint presidential electors. 
Advocates of the system today seldom rely on this argument, however. They point out that the 
modern Electoral College is composed of electors chosen by parallel democratic contests across the 
country, in the same way that Congress is composed of representatives chosen in local and state-
wide races. They reject the argument that the possibility of 'faithless electors' undermines this 
democratic aspect, since these electors have never actually altered the outcome of a presidential 
contest. They also note that, short of direct democracy, no existing advanced democracy is perfectly 
democratic, and that this should be not be the only consideration, not least in a constitutional 
republic designed to operate with 'checks and balances'.  

Compromise between state and popular interests that guarantees state rights: Some proponents of the 
Electoral College see it as a considered compromise between the national will and state interests: it 
protects against majoritarian rule while going some way to offset the deeply non-proportional 
nature of the US Senate, in which each state is guaranteed two senators regardless of population 
size. They also argue that, despite its unreliable relationship with the national popular vote, the 
Electoral College (paradoxically) encourages the emergence of genuinely national candidates with 
nationwide appeal by forcing them to build diverse electoral coalitions, rather than concentrating 
all their attention on a handful of major coastal cities.  

Voters in battleground states are better informed: One argument put forward by Electoral College 
apologists embraces the criticism that candidates end up focusing their campaign on a minority of 
closely contested states, suggesting that voters in these states are better informed as a result of the 
extra attention and media coverage they are subjected to. Better informed voters, the argument 
goes, make better decisions. 

Provides clearer outcomes: Another argument in favour of the Electoral College is that it generally 
provides for clearer outcomes than the popular vote, which tends to be decided by a few percentage 
points and sometimes much less than that. In 2012, for example, President Obama won 51.1 % of 
the popular vote, but 61.7 % of the Electoral College vote. Moreover, where results in states are less 
clear, such as in Florida in 2000, it is easier to recount ballots in that single state than to do so in all 
states across the country, which is what losing candidates may be tempted to call for when the 
national popular vote is close. Clear and overwhelming Electoral College results also obviate the 
need for additional rounds of voting, which may yield an undemocratic choice between two 
candidates, neither of whom would normally command widespread support.  

Proposed alternatives 
Proposals to change the system include either abolishing the Electoral College outright or seeking 
to amend or adapt it, usually to make it more proportional. Proposals for abolition envisage its 
replacement with direct popular election, though there are differences on questions such as 
whether the President and Vice-President could be elected by simple plurality of the vote 
nationwide, or subject to a threshold or an additional run-off round. 

https://spectator.us/defense-electoral-college/
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2012/11/defending-the-electoral-college.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2012/11/defending-the-electoral-college.html
https://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail/in-defense-of-the-electoral-college
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Four types of reform have been proposed that would preserve the Electoral College but change the 
way it operates. The first would make it marginally less proportional than at present, by imposing 
the general ticket (winner-takes-all) system on all 50 states and the District of Columbia, thereby 
abolishing the alternative method used by Maine and Nebraska. Two would make the system of 
awarding electoral votes more proportional, either through a purely proportional system applied in 
all states and the District of Columbia, or by applying everywhere the mixed district-based and state-
wide system used in Maine and Nebraska. Each of these first three proposals for reform would retain 
electoral votes, but eliminate the office of elector. They would award electoral votes automatically, 
thus eliminating the possibility of faithless electors. 

The final initiative for reform, the national popular vote (NPV) initiative, has proved most successful 
thus far, in that a number of states have already opted formally to join it: NPV is a non-governmental 
campaign to achieve de facto direct popular election of the President and Vice-President through 
an interstate compact. It amounts to an agreement by participating states to award their electoral 
votes to the winner of the national popular vote, regardless of the result in their state, with the 
proviso that it only comes into effect once states controlling a majority of the Electoral College – 
that is, 270 or more electoral votes – sign up. Its backers describe it as a 'constitutionally 

 Figure

Figure 3 – States that have enacted the National Popular Vote bill into law 

Data source: National Popular Vote website. 

Note: So far, the National Popular Vote bill has been enacted into law in 16 jurisdictions possessing 196 electoral 
votes. At the 2020 election, Colorado voters were asked to ratify their state's participation in the compact. At the 
time of publication, they appear to have voted in favour. 

https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/written-explanation
https://www.nationalpopularvote.com/
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conservative' change, because it would require no amendment to the US Constitution and it would 
not even abolish the office of elector, as some of the other proposals discussed above envisage. 
Since 2007, 15 states and the District of Columbia have joined, jointly accounting for 196 electoral 
votes. 

Public opinion on the Electoral College 
The polling company Gallup has been asking US voters about their views on the Electoral College 
since 1948, and specifically whether they support replacing it with direct popular national election 
of the president since 1967. They have found consistent majorities in favour of both – as high as 
80 % for direct election in 1968 – with little difference between supporters of either of the two major 
parties. A partisan difference among respondents began to emerge after the 2000 election, when 
Republican candidate George W. Bush won election in the Electoral College despite losing the 
popular vote, but this development was not yet enough to eliminate the overall majority in favour 
of amending the constitution to enable direct nationwide election. That happened after the 2016 
election, when the Electoral College again handed victory to a Republican presidential candidate 
who had lost the popular vote, causing support for abolishing the Electoral College to fall sharply 
enough among Republican voters to bring the total level of support across all voters down to 49 %. 
Nevertheless, this was still above the 47 % who expressed explicit support for the status quo.  

Voters take a more nuanced view of how direct popular election should be implemented. The 
support identified by Gallup is based specifically on amending the US Constitution, with somewhat 
weaker support for specific alternatives that would retain the current constitutional set-up but 
change the way states choose to award their electoral votes, such as that proposed by the NPV 
initiative. 

Figure 4 – Percentage of voters who favour amending the US Constitution to enable direct 
election of the president 

Data source: Gallup. 

https://news.gallup.com/opinion/polling-matters/197228/america-unique-controversial-electoral-college.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/159881/americans-call-term-limits-end-electoral-college.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/257594/americans-split-proposals-popular-vote.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/320744/americans-support-abolishing-electoral-college.aspx
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Impact on the 2016 and 2020 presidential elections 
The Electoral College shapes presidential election campaigns in a decisive way. Large swathes of the 
electoral map are 'banked' by the respective campaigns as reliably Democratic or Republican, which 
means candidates have a strong interest in concentrating campaign spending and activity in the 
subset of reasonably populous states that are genuinely competitive. That said, the Electoral College 
has been subject to major political realignments in the past. The 2016 presidential election result 
can be seen as the expression of one such Electoral College realignment along age, race, gender and 
education lines, with the result that the post-industrial 'rust belt' states of Michigan, Wisconsin and 
Pennsylvania, thought to form part of an impervious 'blue wall' around Democratic candidate Hillary 
Clinton, provided Donald Trump with an unlikely path to an Electoral College majority. Clinton's 
popular vote win, in turn, was built on overwhelming but electorally futile majorities in 'deep blue' 
states such as California.10 At the time of publication of this Briefing, many of the same states that 
were close in 2016 appear similarly close as the ballots are counted following the  2020 elections. 
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Figure 5 – Electoral College map, 2016 

Source: The Conversation, EPRS. 

Note: States shaded light blue or light red were won by Clinton and Trump respectively by less than four 
percentage points. Tallies do not sum to 538 because they account for five faithless Clinton electors and two 
faithless Trump electors. 
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https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R40504
https://theconversation.com/us-2016-election-final-results-how-trump-won-69356
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ENDNOTES 

1 Article II, Section 1, clause 2 states that 'Each State shall appoint, in such Manner as the Legislature thereof may direct, 
a number of electors, equal to the whole Number of Senators and Representatives to which the State may be entitled 
in the Congress'. 

2 In addition to the 435 full voting members, there are six non-voting members of the US House of Representatives. 
3 The other two occasions were 1876 and 1888. In addition, in 1824, Andrew Jackson won a plurality of the nationwide 

vote, but no candidate won a majority in the Electoral College. In the contingent election that followed, the US House 
of Representatives elected John Quincy Adams as president. 

4 Congress chose this date in 1845. Previously states held elections on different days between September and November. 
5 In 2004, voters in Colorado rejected a proposal to introduce a proportional system that would have awarded electoral 

votes proportionally based on the state's popular vote. 
6 In 2000, following the presidential election contest between Al Gore and George W. Bush, the equivalent deadline was 

12 December. On that date, the US Supreme Court, having received an appeal only three days earlier, handed down its 
decision remanding action on the Florida recount controversy case back down to the Florida Supreme Court. As the 
'safe harbor' deadline had passed that day, Gore decided that he had exhausted all legal remedies and conceded the 
race. 

7 Counting the electoral votes is one of the first tasks of the new Congress elected in a presidential election year, but the 
presiding President of the Senate is the incumbent Vice-President, whose term does not expire until noon on 20 
January. Current Vice-President Mike Pence will preside over the count of the electoral votes from the 2020 presidential 
election. 

8 See, for example, B. Gellman, 'The election that could break America', The Atlantic, November 2020; and S. D. Wire, 
'President Pelosi? Odds are low, but here's how it could happen', Los Angeles Times, 29 October 2020. 

9 Admittedly, this problem would persist with the advent of simple nationwide majority vote, but it can be mitigated by 
voting systems based on ranked choice, 'transfers' or 'alternative votes'. 

10 See 'The Post-political Realignment Electoral Map', Cook Political Report, 15 May 2020. 
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