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Wisconsin Politics Today: Focus 
on the 2018 Midterm Elections

Historic Context of Midterms
 Midterm elections are almost always bad for the

incumbent president’s party.

 House: 38 midterm elections since 1862
– Presidents party lost seats in 35 (92%): not in 1934, 1998,

2002

– Average seat loss since 1906, when House size set at 435:
32 seats.  Democrats need 23 seats to regain majority 
control.

 Senate: results depend on which states are up, but
similar pattern:
– 25 midterm elections  since 1914

– Presidents party lost Senate seats in 18 (72%)

– Average change: just under 4 seats

– Range: 10 seat gain (1934) to 12 seat loss (1946, 1958)

Why does the president’s party
almost always lose seats?

 Multiple explanations, each of which captures a
piece of the story:

– Surge and decline/presidential coattails

– Referendum on incumbent

– Negative voting

– Institutional and partisan balancing

Turnout in Presidential and 
Congressional Elections, 1896-2016
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The 2018 midterms

 Overview of the gov. and Senate races, focus on WI.

 Campaign finance: HUGE Dem. Advantage.

 Generic House polls – predictive power?

– The retirement wave helps Democrats.

– Partisan redistricting help Republicans.

 Forecasting midterm elections with presidential
popularity and real income change.

 Year of the Woman v.2?  (v.1 was in 1992).

 An enthusiasm gap?  Evidence from special elections.
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4 battleground states are held by Dems, 2 by Rs
Current governorships:  33 R, 16 D, 1 Ind.

Nate Silver of 538 gives Evers a 59%
chance of winning, with a 1.6% margin

Nate Silver of 538 gives Baldwin a 98%
chance of winning, with a 13.6% margin

Forecasts based on polls?

 Can we trust the polls?

– 2016 – national presidential polls actually were
within the margin of error:  Clinton did win the
national popular vote and that is what they
predicted. State polls were off.

 Polling in the midterm elections – the national
“generic” poll.



3

WNA Membership Assembly 2018
Lunch Presentation ‐ Wisconsin Politics Today: Focus on the Elections

No pattern – 4 midterms since 1990 favored the out party and
3 favored the president’s party.  Average bias less than 3%.

But, votes have to 
be translated into 
seats: 
Incumbent 
advantage for the 
Republicans. 
But, huge number 
of open seats and 
R. retirements help 
Ds.

The final figure is 59 retirements.

There were 41 Republican retirements in 2018, with 
37 open seats (4 replaced by special election).

But, partisan redistricting

 However, in translating national votes into seats,
extreme Republican gerrymandering means that
the Democrats would have to win more votes than
normal to win a majority of the seats.  The Brennan
Center estimated they would need an 11-point
national vote win to get a majority in the House,
which they haven’t done since 1982.

 Supreme Court declined to intervene in the Gill v.
Whitford case – sent the case back to lower court
to be relitigated.
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Predictions

 This is always a hazardous business, but  I think
the Democrats will retake the House and the
Republicans will hang on to the Senate.

 Democrats are likely to pick up six or seven
governorships.
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If this prediction comes true, this means a 
return to divided government, which means:
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