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GIS and the Presidential Election


One of the things I have always wondered about was how the citizens of the United States choose their president and how I could become the president.  It could have something to do with the individual candidates personality, but if that were true Hulk Hogan would have successfully won the past election.  If you did not know Hulk Hogan even ran for the presidency then perhaps that guides us to the conclusion that political parties have some effect.  


The United States has a two party system, where there are only two main parties for the citizens to choose from.  There are other parties, but they only via for control of the local and possibly even state elections, and certainly not the presidency.  In fact, for the entire history of the United States a third party has never won control of the government.  Therefore, I only had to compare the success of the two parties the Republicans and the Democrats to determine which party would help me the most in my quest to rule the strongest nation in the world.


I investigated the results of the past ten presidential elections.  I decided to begin my study in 1960 because this was the first year that there were televised debates between the candidates.  Several political theorists have claimed that the introduction of televised debates significantly changed the environment of an election.  Therefore the results of elections before 1960 would not reflect the world political parties practice in nowadays.


I created a series of maps that would reflect the percentage of popular votes one party earned over the other in each state.  With this percentage I could create maps that indicate the strength of one party over the other in each state.  The darkest red indicates strong support for the Republican party (over 20%) while the lighter shades indicate support for the Republican party from 20-10%, 10-5% and 5-0% while the shades of blue indicate support for the Democratic party in the same denominations.  Below is an example from the year 2000.
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When looking at these maps from the last ten elections I began to wonder again about the influence of the third party candidates so I selected two years when there was a third party challenger that seemed to make an impact on the election.  Let’s look at the election from 1968 when George Wallace was the third party candidate.  Here are the results from my study, again one that only compared Republican votes to Democratic votes.
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But this map is wrong because some states that are indicating they voted for the democratic candidate actually supported George Wallace. The states he won are highlighted below.                
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Here are a series of maps that show where George Wallace earned 10%, 20%, and 30% of his support in color tint, the darker the shade the stronger the support.
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Another election I noticed a third party candidate had some influence on was 1980 when John Anderson ran for election.  However, he got little support overall.  Below are the states he won 5% of the popular vote and the states he won 10% of the popular vote.
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These two maps demonstrate the support of third party candidates.  The first map of Wallace’s support shows a much stronger level of support for him than Anderson had in 1980.  Furthermore, the geographical nature of the support is different.  Wallace’s support came from mostly southern states, while Anderson’s support comes from the northern states and the western states.  These results confirm that a third party candidate can not get a national movement started to get himself elected to the presidency.  At best there can be strong localized support, as demonstrated by Wallace, or broadly based but limited support as shown by Anderson.  Neither of which can get me into that position of power that I desire.  Therefore it must come down to the two major parties the Democrats and the Republicans.  


In order to decide which political party I should join I want to know which ones have the most support and in which states they are supported.  I took a narrower few of the past three elections to determine which states have consistent support of one party’s candidate over the other.  Here is a map that shows the states that have voted for the democratic candidate (in blue) and the states that have voted for republican candidates (in red).  The states with larger bubbles were states that that parties candidates won the state by over 10% of the popular votes in the last three elections.  
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One of the things that this map illuminates is the regional support of parties.  The Democratic Party gets most of its consistent support from the states on the West coast and the states in the Midwest.  The Republican Party on the other hand has support from the South and the “Sunbelt”.  Therefore if I were running for the office of President of the United States, the state that I lived in would affect the party I should join.  For example, if I lived in California, it would be silly to run for office as a Republican because I most likely would not even win my own state.  Likewise it would be silly for a citizen from Alaska to try and rally support as a Democrat.  The states that are white are the states that do not have a history of supporting one party’s candidate over the other party.  Therefore these states could be considered “swing” states.  These are the states that the two parties battle over throughout the election campaign to win their support.   


Since the election of 2000 was very close I decided to take a look at the states where the winner was decided within 5% of the popular votes (shown in green) and compare that to the support of each party in those states.
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This map shows that the states that had close elections were those states that were swing states.  This solidifies the argument that some states have loyalty to one party or another and that regardless of which party a candidate is running for there is a strong battle to be waged over the states that swing their votes from one party to another.


Along with the implications of long-term support it is important to look at the number of Electoral College votes each state has.  It would be a waste to spend resources like time and money on states that only have a few electoral votes since presidential elections are rarely decided by a few electoral votes.  Below is a map that shows how many electoral votes each state has.
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We can see the number of electoral votes each state has also has a regional component to it.  This is due to the fact that electoral votes are decided by census counts, and the more populous regions are those with the most votes, primarily along the coasts.  Now lets take a look at the states with more than 10 electoral votes and compare it to the results of the party support map.
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Here it is evident that the states that consistently support the Democratic Party are the states with many electoral votes.  While the states that support the Republican party do not have as many electoral votes.  Therefore, the decision to join the Democratic party would be best because it enjoys the most consistent support from states who have the electoral college votes to get that candidate elected.


All the evidence above indicates that I can become the President of the United States as long as I stick to a few rules.  Since I live in Michigan I should join the Democratic Party, where I can enjoy the support of the Midwestern states and the west coast states.  These states that support the democrats are also the states with more Electoral College votes than the states that support republicans.  Furthermore, during the campaign I should concentrate my resources on getting support from states in the south that do not demonstrate support for the Republican Party but also have over 10 electoral votes like Florida, Georgia, and Tennessee.  This could be done using more elaborated analysis of each state by county.  Certainly it should be expected that the make up of a states support for a party would not be homogeneous.  Let’s take a look at a map of Michigan that shows the same information the larger map of the U.S. showed only this time information is broken down by county.
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This map demonstrates the power of populous counties.  A quick look at this map might indicate that the electoral votes of Michigan went to the Republican candidate, however the Democratic candidate received more popular votes and the electoral votes.  This is due to the density of the counties, those counties that voted republican had few people than the counties who voted democratic.  Therefore it would be useful to have this information for every state so that I do not waste any resources on areas where the support is unable to be found or already there.

Methodology


To do this project I had to use as many tools as technology could offer.  I had to get the data, put it into a system where it could be manipulated, display it on maps, and finally use the data to answer questions that have a spatial element.  To do this I had to use the Internet, Microsoft Excel, Arcview, and Adobe Photoshop.

I began this study by collecting the voting results from the past 10 presidential elections.  This was easily done from an Internet search that turned up the History Central website.  This website had the results of every presidential election in United States history.  After cutting and pasting this data into a large Microsoft excel database I had to come up with a way that I could turn the raw voting results into a working variable.  I decided to do the manipulation of my data inside the excel database.  I subtracted the number of votes for the democrat candidate from the number of votes for the republican candidate and divided by the total number of voters in each state.  Expressed mathematically the equation was R-D/R+D giving me the percentage of the win for one over the other party.  If the number was odd then that state had more votes for the democrat while a positive value would mean the republicans won. 

However, when I went to display the votes of third party candidates I realized that this scheme could not work.  For them I did not display the percentage of their victory, but rather the percentage of the total votes they got.  Expressed mathematically the equation was Q/R+D.  

After the percentages of wins were calculated for all 50 states for the past 10 elections I saved the dataset as a database file that could be imported into Arcview.  In Arcview I pulled up the ESRI map of the United States in the default projection of Category: Projections of the World, and Type: Geographic with the map units in decimal degrees.  I then linked the dataset I created with the attributes of the states map.  

Now that I had my data linked to a map I had to decide a uniform way of representing the information.  I used chloropleth mapping to indicate the strength or weakness of a party’s candidate in a state.  The darker the color the larger the percentage that candidate won by.   


Next came the process of queries, shapefiles, and layouts.  I began my queries using the third party statistics.  I found those states that Wallace won 10, 20, and 30 % of the popular vote and saved them as shapefiles.  Then by layering them and giving them different color labels (again the darker the color the more support) I was able to create a map that identified those states that supported Wallace as well as the degree of that support.  I saved this map as a layout, and exported it to use in this document.


Finally, I was able to do more complicated queries and create shapefiles to find the states that supported each party in the last 3 elections.  These were more complicated because I was searching first for states that had supported the Republican candidates, that is the value was positive for each of the 3 elections.  Then I searched for states where the republican candidate won by more than 10% for each of the past 3 elections.  Next, I repeated those two steps for the democratic candidate and combined all 4 of these shapefiles onto one map.  Lastly, I added another shapefile to create a map that showed the support for each candidate and the states with more than 10 electoral votes.  Then using similar techniques as before I created a map of Michigan’s counties that displayed the percentage of votes for each party.


I used many of these maps and more to develop my website which can be located at www-personal.umich.edu/~sandersk.
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-November 7, 2000


-This site was created to provide the “2000 Official Michigan General Election 

Results”.  The data is stored by county and lists the number of votes each 

candidate received.

-I used the data of votes for each candidate in the 2000 presidential election by county.  I got this data on November 20, 2001.  It is the official ballot count from the state government.

-http://www.sos.state.mi.us/election/results/00gen/

-U.S. Presidential Elections/HistoryCentral.com

-Multieducator Inc., copyright 2000.

-Multieducator Inc is a business that creates educational software CD-ROMS and is dedicated to “Pursuing knowledge and understanding the past... To enrich and improve the present.”

-I used the election results data from 1960 to 2000.  I collected this data from October 2000 to present.  The data is reliable and the 2000 results were the official results.


-http://www.multied.com/elections/

