Not All Battleground States Are Equal
Thomas E. Patterson

George Orwell famously wrote, “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.” So it is with America’s voters, thanks to the Electoral College. The outcome of today’s election is in the hands of voters in the battleground states.
	But even these voters are not equal in importance. A few of the battleground states are critical. Other battleground states are in the gravy category. If they tip in an unaccustomed direction, we’ll be in the midst of a one-sided election. So which battleground states are which? And when, due to the unprecedented level of mail-in balloting, can we expect to know their outcomes?
	Florida alone could be the tipoff to the presidential winner. It’s been on the winning side in 13 of the last 14 presidential elections, ending up on the losing side only in the 1992 Clinton-Bush race. Donald Trump won Florida by a mere 1 percentage point in 2016. Given that he’s behind by a much larger margin in national polls this time, Trump likely has to win in Florida to have a chance of victory. Moreover, Florida’s outcome could be known relatively early. Although many of its ballots are cast by mail, Florida, unlike some states, allows the counting to start before Election Day.
	Wisconsin is another battleground state that’s more equal than others. If Biden were to carry Wisconsin, which Trump won by less than 23,000 votes in 2016, he will also almost surely win in two nearby battleground states, Michigan and Minnesota. They split in 2016, with Clinton winning narrowly in Minnesota and Trump winning narrowly in Michigan. But, compared with Wisconsin, their demographic makeup is more favorable for a Democratic candidate. The Wisconsin outcome is unlikely to come quickly. The state has relaxed its mail-in voting requirements but doesn’t have experience with counting large numbers of mail-in ballots, and the counting by law cannot start until Election Day. Adding to the uncertainty is the recent history of Wisconsin’s Republican Party. It has erected barriers to participation in heavily Democratic areas, such as a reduction in the number of polling places. If there’s a state where the courts will have a role in the outcome, Wisconsin could be that state.
	 Pennsylvania, Arizona, and North Carolina are in the next tier of important battleground states. Pennsylvania has been a toss-up state in nearly every presidential election since 1976. It played a key role in Trump’s 2016 election. He won by less than 50,000 votes – this in a state where more than 6 million ballots were cast. However, Biden is better positioned in Pennsylvania than Clinton was in 2016. It would be a telling upset if Trump were to win the state this time, although the Pennsylvania results are unlikely to be known on Election Day. Pennsylvania has a high rate of mail-in balloting, and the count of such ballots cannot begin until Election Day.
	Arizona is a newer entry into the battleground-state category. Until recently, it was safely Republican. But as with other southwestern states, it has trended in the Democratic direction as a result of its growing Latinx population. Arizona’s outcome should be known relatively early. Its mail-in ballots can be counted as soon as they’re received.
	The North Carolina outcome has been close in each of the three most recent presidential elections. Over a longer period, there has been a slow trend in the state toward the Democratic Party but, compared with neighboring Virginia, the Democrats have had more ground to make up. North Carolina is nearly a must win for Trump and, unless it’s a cliffhanger, the result should be known early. The state allows the counting of mail-in ballots to start in advance of Election Day,
	In the lowest tier of this election’s battleground states are Colorado, Georgia, Iowa, Nevada, New Hampshire, Ohio, and Texas. They’re best seen as indicators of a broader trend. If Trump were to lose a combination of Georgia, Iowa, Ohio, or Texas, his odds of an electoral college victory would shrink greatly. The same would be true if Biden were to lose a combination of Colorado, Nevada, or New Hampshire. Each of these states allows the count of absentee and mail-in ballots to start before Election Day.
	As for the 36 states not in the battleground category this year, there should not be much suspense aside for the speed with which their ballots are counted. There could be a shocking outcome in one or two of these states but it appears unlikely at this point. If the electoral votes of the 36 non-battleground states (and the District of Columbia, which has 3 electoral votes) are allocated based on current polls, Trump has 130 votes locked up and Biden has 202. A total of 271 electoral votes are needed for victory.

Thomas E. Patterson is Bradlee Professor of Government & the Press at Harvard’s Kennedy School and author of McGraw Hill’s introductory American government text, We the People. A new edition of We the People (the 14th) will be available in late December and include the results of the November election.
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