
1

MEMO

Battleground State and County Analysis: A Third-
Party Presidential Run Endangers the 2024
Democratic Coalition

Lucas Holtz
Political Analyst

@LucasHoltz__

In our �rst report, The Dangerous Illusion of a Presidential Third Party in 2024, we laid out a historical

case that demonstrated why a third party candidacy would be incongruent to defeating Donald

Trump or a Trumpy Republican nominee in 2024. In this follow-up analysis, we do a deep dive into

state-by-state election data and the 2020 AP VoteCast survey to show just how decisive 2016 third-

party voters and Trump-to-Biden voters were in 2020 and why these voters are imperative to the

Democratic coalition in 2024.

2016 Third-Party Voters and Trump-to-Biden
Voters
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Nationwide, Joe Biden won an estimated 57 percent of 2016 third-party voters who cast a ballot in

the 2020 presidential election, while Trump won 28 percent of these voters. But how these voters

broke in the battleground states was even more consequential to determining who won the

election.

The two groups of voters that stand out as possibly the most decisive swing voters of 2020 were

2016 third-party voters and 2016 Trump-to-Biden voters. Analysis of 2020 AP VoteCast data reveals

that Joe Biden overwhelmingly won 2016 third-party voters over Trump in every battleground state

—from 51 percent in Georgia up to 62 percent in Michigan. This analysis also shows that Biden and

his allies persuaded substantial swaths of 2016 Trump voters in each of these major battleground

states—from 5.7 percent in Georgia up to 8.7 percent in Pennsylvania.

Yet what is most striking from this analysis is the estimated raw vote totals identi�ed when

applying these percentages to the 2016 and 2020 electorates in the battleground states. In fact, the

estimated raw vote of 2016 third-party voters that were persuaded to cast their ballot for Biden in

2020 was greater than the margin that Biden won by in every single battleground state that

�ipped from red to blue in 2020. In Pennsylvania, the 55.7 percent of 2016 third-party voters who

cast their ballot for Biden in 2020 equated to an estimated 150,000 votes—Biden won the state by

about 81,600 votes. In other words, 2016 third-party voters were imperative to Biden’s victory in

Pennsylvania and every major battleground state.

Even after accounting for the net 2016 third-party votes that broke for Biden (2016 third-party

votes for Biden minus 2016 third-party votes for Trump), Biden’s net third-party raw vote total

still would have been more than the margin he won by in Arizona, Georgia, and Wisconsin—

essentially, the net third-party vote alone was most decisive in these three states.
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In Arizona, the net 2016 third-party vote for Biden was an estimated 59,800 votes—Biden won

the state by about 10,400 votes.

In Georgia, the net 2016 third-party vote for Biden was an estimated 45,100 votes—Biden won

the state by about 11,700 votes.

In Wisconsin, the net 2016 third-party vote for Biden was an estimated 42,300 votes—Biden

won the state by about 20,600 votes.
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We also calculated the approximate raw 2016 Trump-to-Biden vote in each of these battleground

states, and we found that had the slightest decrease in the percentage of 2016 Trump voters who

�ipped to Joe Biden occurred—either if these voters had remained with Trump or voted for a third-

party candidate in 2020—it may have doomed Biden’s victory in any one of the battleground states.

The greatest impact, had these Trump-to-Biden voters gone another way, would likely have had

the direst consequences where the net third-party vote for Biden alone was not enough for Biden to

win that state: Michigan, Nevada, and Pennsylvania.

Battleground State Counties
Looking at the election results of some key counties in the battleground states, the danger of losing

votes to third-party candidates becomes even more stark. We calculated the di�erential of 2016

third-party to 2020 third-party votes cast in critical battleground state counties.

In Arizona’s Maricopa County, there were nearly 86,000 fewer votes cast for a third-party candidate

in 2020 than there were in 2016—Biden won the state by 10,000 votes. In Georgia, Fulton County

and Gwinnett County combined had nearly 16,000 fewer votes for a third-party candidate in 2020

than in 2016—Biden won the state by about 13,000 votes. In Wisconsin, Milwaukee County and

Waukesha County combined had nearly 30,000 fewer votes for a third-party candidate in 2020 than

in 2016—Biden won the state by 21,000 votes.

The takeaway: if enough 2016 third-party voters in the right combination of these �ve counties

alone had voted third-party in 2020 or sat out the election—all other factors remaining the same—

the probability is high that Donald Trump would be president today.
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Conclusion
In 2020, part of this Trump-to-Biden and 2016 third-party-vote-to-Biden coalition undoubtedly

contained moderate Independents and Republicans who were turned o� by Trump’s MAGA

extremist tendencies. These same swing voters are prime campaign targets should a less-Trumpy

classic conservative make a third-party run in 2024. Any third-party candidacy will all but secure a

2024 victory for Donald Trump, as the margins that Biden will need to win by in 2024 will

undoubtedly be as close as they were in 2020.

Given the likelihood of who these swing voters would break for in 2024, would-be third-party

candidates should be wary of such a run. The 2020 Democratic coalition can only be successful and

remain uni�ed against a Trump presidency, or the rise of a Trump acolyte, if there is no alternative

candidate siphoning o� part of that coalition.


