
1 
 

This Presidential election was never close 

By 

Surjit S. Bhalla  

(October 24, 2016) 

 

The debates are over, and while the formal election date is November 8th, there are few undecided 

voters left. The latest RealClearPolitics estimate of the vote is a 6 percentage point lead in favor 

of Clinton, 48:42. Before the first presidential debate, it was a close tied race at 43:42; it was a 

close race as well before the revelations of lewd comments by Trump became known on Oct. 7  

A detailed analysis of opinion polls, as well as historical demographic patterns of voting 

(propensities to vote according to  age, sex, race) indicate that this race has always been for Ms. 

Clinton to lose.  However, the media, and pollsters, have, until recently, seen the race as too close 

to call. Why this uncertainty about forecasting a landslide for Ms. Clinton? According to historical 

demographics, Clinton has been in a double-digit lead since end-July. 

I believe there are two major reasons for this hesitancy. 

First, the widespread fear that the anti-globalization Brexit virus is contagious and could spread 

across the Atlantic. The pollsters did not foresee this anger in England, and don’t want to make 

the same mistake in forecasting the scale of  Trump defeat. There is a major problem with this 

“correlation”. In a referendum, you vote for one issue; in elections, you vote for multiple issues 

embodied in each candidate. The probability of reaching the same “outcome” in a referendum as 

in a Presidential  election is very small.  

A second factor is the widespread belief that there is a considerable amount of lying in the opinion 

polls i.e. the polls are understating Trump’s strength because many  voters are hesitant to admit 

that they would vote for him.. Many believe that missing out on this lying factor got pollsters, and 

others, mistaken about Brexit, and Trump in the primaries. 

The lying factor can be tested. Opinion polls ask several questions relating to political views, in 

addition to a direct question about voting choices. The former, indirect questions, can be assessed 
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for their revelation about “true” choices. Towards this end, forty-six questions (e.g. favorability of 

candidate, ability to handle an international crisis, trustworthiness etc.)  from five different 

pollsters were pooled. [see Table - All polls before the final debate on October 20]. The striking 

result – the opinion questions reveal the same result as the polling questions i.e. lying may not be 

a factor in this election.  Clinton is ahead by 9 percentage points (ppt) for the larger question set, 

and ahead by 11 ppt for a set of five specific opinions.  

A noteworthy feature about Trump’s popularity is that no matter what the criteria or question, he 

finds it very difficult to cross 42 percent of the vote. Thus, the evidence overwhelmingly converges 

to this simple reality – Trump has a core support of only 30 to 35 % of the electorate.  

A large fraction of this core support is expected to come from the white, less educated population. 

The latest data on educational attainment (US Census Bureau) indicates that there are 80 million 

white individuals (out of 190 million) above the age of 18 and with zero college education.  

Assuming a voter turnout of 60 percent, this yields 48 million “likely” voters for Trump. Assume 

80 percent of these potentially disgruntled 48 million white voters are certain to vote for Trump 

(the reader can insert her own preference).  Hence Trump receives 38 million votes from this 

demographic, or a 29 million voter advantage.  

However, this vote advantage is “cancelled” because of the expected, overwhelming support for 

Clinton from the 40 million strong non-white voter population (see Bhalla for a detailed analysis) 

What one is then left with then are approximately 50 million well-educated white voters.  

Election 2016 is about how this educated 50 million strong voting group votes (comprising of 35 

million with a college degree).  If this group splits 65:35 in favor of Ms. Clinton, Clinton will have 

15 million extra votes. For a voting population size of 138 million, that is an 11 percent margin.  

What does history tell us about double digit Presidential win 

There are only 13 Presidential elections since 1828 where a candidate has received less than 41 

percent of the vote. In five elections, third-party candidacy was a major factor affecting vote shares 

of the two major parties. Since 1948, there have been three elections without significant third party 

presence. This list has many honorable politicians and none said that he may not accept the result 

of the election. The three honorable losers: Goldwater, 1964, 38.7 %; McGovern, 1972, 38.2 %; 

Mondale, 1984, 40.8 %. 
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A Trump vote of 41 % will reach the maximum of the above three honorable losers, and is close 

to the upper bound that Trump is likely to obtain. It would also make Trump “equal” to that of a 

kinder, gentler Mondale. The third party candidates are unlikely to reach double digits, say 8 %. 

This leaves the prediction of 51 % for Clinton.  

 

Surjit S Bhalla is Contributing Editor, Indian Express and some of his election research can be 

found on ssbhalla.org. He tweets @surjitbhalla 

 

US Election 2016 - Not Even Close  

 Clinton Trump 
 (%) (%) 

Weighted average of 46 responses to questions from 5 

different pollsters* 48.5 37.8 

Favoribility of candidate 47 40 

Judgement to serve as President 53 37 

Foreign Policy 55 37 

Social Security & Medicare 50 42 

Immigration 50 44 

Average above five questions 51 40 

Average of 48 polls**,  Sep 18-Sep 25, 2016 43.1 41.7 

Average of 54 polls**,  Oct 11-Oct 18, 2016 44.9 40 

Indian Express, Aug. 6, 2016˖ 50 41 

Indian Express, Sep 27, 2016** 51 39 

Notes:   
* The five pollsters considered were Fox News, Reuters/Ipsos, Washington Post, 

NBC & YouGov 

** Polls using Likely Voter samples   
˖Bhalla, Surjit S., Hillary Clinton by a landslide, Indian Express, 6 Aug, 2016 

˖˖Bhalla, Surjit S., A double-digit win for Hillary Clinton, Indian Express, 27 Sep, 2016 

 

 

  


