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After a devastating loss in November, progressives are
desperate to find the one silver bullet that can return them to
Congressional majorities and the White House. Some have
suggested that all Democrats need to do is coalesce the
support of so-called “Romney-Clinton voters” —Americans
who voted for both Mitt Romney in 2012 and Hillary Clinton
in 2016. The appeal of this strategy is that it theoretically
would allow Democrats to win back the House in 2018 without
having to win a single Trump voter—so long as they simply
turnout their 2016 voters, including the “new” Romney-
Clinton ones. The same logic goes for winning statewide to
take back the Senate, and for winning the White House in
2020: woo the Clinton voters plus a few who didn’t turn out
in 2016, and you can avoid the Trump voters altogether. But
there is no one kind of voter or one type of district that can
dig the Party out of its current hole. And focusing only on
Romney-Clinton voters wouldn’t just be an overly narrow
path—it would be a losing one, given their limited numbers,
the states in which they live, and their seeming resistance to
vote Democratic when the Republican opponent isn’t Donald

Trump.
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Romney-Clinton voters are one of
2016’s smallest voter groups.

Let’s begin at the beginning. How many Romney-Clinton
voters are really out there? John Sides has partnered with the
Democracy Fund to create one of the most comprehensive
post-election studies featuring data on 2012 and 2016 vote

preference: the Voter Study Group. ! Based on Sides’ analysis,

there are approximately six million people who voted for both
Barack Obama in 2012 and Donald Trump in 2016 —these
folks are commonly referred to as “Obama-Trump voters.”
And while this cohort has been the subject of much
journalistic interest since the election, some on the left have
given up on them altogether. Rather, they think that wooing
the around three million Romney-Clinton voters is an easier
path to Democrats winning back the House in 2018. But the
truth of the matter is that the numbers don’t add up—there
simply aren’t enough of those voters for Democrats to make

them their whole strategy.

Romney-Clinton voters only made up 2% of the 2016
electorate—just half of the number of Obama-Trump voters
that Democrats lost last year. Only 5% of Romney voters
voted for Clinton, while 9% of Obama voters cast their ballots
for Trump. In fact, Clinton got over twice as many of her votes
from first time voters—who went for her 57% to 38% and
made up 10% of the electorate—as she did from Romney-
Clinton voters. 2 And by definition, winning all of the
Romney-Clinton voters won’t deliver the presidency (just ask

Hillary Clinton).

Breakdown of the 2016 Presidential Electorate
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Refusing to fight for Obama-Trump voters and focusing only
on Romney-Clinton voters is too narrow a path to bring
Democrats to victory. There just aren’t enough Romney-
Clinton voters to make the winning difference alone—even
without considering the very real implications of where they

live.

Most Romney-Clinton voters don't
live in swing states that can deliver
the Presidency or Senate.

It’s not just their limited numbers—another big reason
Romney-Clinton voters aren’t a quick-fix for the left is that
the Obama-Trump voters Democrats lost in 2016 are much
more likely to live in swing states than the Romney-Clinton
voters they picked up. Obama won the national popular vote
by 7.2% in 2008 and by a narrower 3.9% in 2012. Between
those two elections, 32 Congressional districts switched
partisan presidential voting preference, meaning the district
was won by a presidential candidate from one party in one
election but by the candidate from the other party in the

next. 3 Unsurprisingly, all but one of those districts moved to



the right, switching from supporting Obama in 2008 to
Romney in 2012.

Last November saw a further erosion of the Democratic
popular vote lead, shrinking from Obama’s 3.9% margin in
2012 to 2.1% for Clinton. From 2012 to 2016, 36 congressional
districts switched partisan presidential voting preference,
with 21 going from supporting Obama to supporting Trump
and 15 switching from supporting Romney to backing
Clinton. 4 This type of two-way traffic occurs much less
commonly. No one talked about Kerry-McCain districts after
2008 or McCain-Obama districts after 2012 because so few
individual voters flipped that way, and they were certainly not
so geographically concentrated as to switch the affiliation of

more than a dozen Congressional districts. >

Yet importantly, the districts that switched from supporting
Obama in 2012 to supporting Trump in 2016 were in especially
advantageous places with regards to the Electoral College. Six
of the Obama-Trump districts were in states (or in Maine’s
unique case, districts) that awarded their electoral votes to
Barack Obama in 2012 but Donald Trump in 2016. © Another
five of the 21 districts were located in the swingy states of

Minnesota, Nevada, and New Hampshire. 7
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But as the map below illustrates, the same was not true for

most of the districts that supported Romney in 2012 and



Clinton in 2016. Seven of the 15 Romney-Clinton districts
were located in the safe blue states of California, Illinois, and
New Jersey. And while it’s certainly notable that Clinton won
over California’s usually conservative Orange County, doing
so didn’t help her electoral vote count. Nor did turning four
districts blue in the deep red states of Texas and Kansas,
though that they flipped at all is in itself an important
victory. In all, only four of the Romney-Clinton districts were
located in swing states whose electoral votes were up for
grabs. And two of those were actually in Pennsylvania, a state
that Clinton went on to lose anyway (improvements in those
two Philadelphia suburban districts could not make up the
massive amount of ground she lost in other parts of the

state).

Romney-Clinton Districts by State
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Most Romney-Clinton voters
probably voted Republican for
House.

What too many people forget in their fervor to attract
Romney-Clinton voters to Democrats in 2018 and beyond is
that all 15 Romney-Clinton districts are currently represented
by a Republican in Congress. As shown in the graph below, all
15 House Republicans outperformed Trump in these districts,
and only four of the 15 Republican incumbents were held to a

single digit victory in 2016. 8 This points to the fact that



many of these Romney-Clinton voters probably kept their
previous Republican allegiance when it came to down-ticket
races—which means they’d need to do an about face in 2018.
(By contrast, the 21 Obama-Trump districts are fairly evenly
split, with 12 Republicans and nine Democrats representing

them in Congress.)

There is further evidence of this loyalty to Congressional
Republicans in the 2016 exit polls. Those who voted for a
Democrat for Congress voted for Clinton by an 85% margin,
while voters who picked a Congressional Republican
candidate only went for Trump by a 79% margin. ¢ While this
six percent difference might sound small, the divergence was
only 2 percent in 2012. 1 For many Romney-Clinton voters,
this might have been a situation in which they were not
comfortable voting for Trump but will otherwise remain
reliable Republican voters, which means Democrats should
not count on them to necessarily be part of a winning
coalition to build a House majority.

2016 Presidential and Congressional Performance
in Romney-Clinton Districts
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Democrats are going to need a broad path strategy to win
back power in Washington. Romney-Clinton voters should be
a part of that—but on their own they simply aren’t sufficient.
They will be a necessary component of Democrats’ efforts to
win back the House in 2018, but for state-wide elections—
like for Senate or President —there simply aren’t enough of
them to serve as the springboard for long-term electoral
success. They can’t replace the Obama-Trump voters lost in
2016, and their geographic spread isn’t conducive to winning
the Electoral College. Democrats also must contend with the
fact that many of them might simply not want to join the
party long term. When dealing with using limited resources
for targeting, Romney-Clinton voters might simply be too
difficult to flip compared to the prospect of turning out new
and infrequent voters who naturally lean heavily Democratic,

like the first time voters discussed above. Romney-Clinton



voters may be a key part of the puzzle for Democrats, but they

aren’t the silver bullet many on the left hope they will be.

END NOTES

1.  JohnSides, “Race, Religion, and Immigration in 2016,”
Voter Study Group. June 2017. Accessed July 6, 2017.
Available at:
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/reports/2016-
elections/race-religion-immigration-2016.

2. CNNExit Polls Election 2016, November 8, 2016. Accessed
July 6, 2017. Available at:
http://edition.cnn.com/election/results/exit-polls.

3. The CookPolitical Report — Partisan Voting Index
Districts of the 113th Congress, Accessed July 6, 2017.
Available at: http://cookpolitical.com/file/2013-04-
£7.pdf; See also Daily Kos Elections — 2008 & 2012
Presidential Election Results for Congressional Districts
Used in 2016 Elections, Accessed July 6, 2017. Available at:

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/14,623cDVx5WG
CprbKGFSMeGfyTFfIIE8SbjrLQosfkBI/edit#gid=0.

4. TheCookPolitical Report — Partisan Voting Index
Districts of the 115th Congress, Accessed July 6, 2017.
Available at:

http://cookpolitical.com/file/Arranged_by_ State_ Distr
ict.pdf.

5. Byourcount, there were 65 switcher districts from 2004
to 2008. 64 were Bush-Obama, and 1 was Kerry-McCain.
See: The Cook Political Report — Partisan Voting Index
Districts of the 111th Congress, Accessed July 6, 2017.

Available at:
http://cookpolitical.com/assets/public/documents/pviva
lue.pdf.

6. 1A01,1A02,1A03, ME02, PA17, and WI03.



https://www.voterstudygroup.org/reports/2016-elections/race-religion-immigration-2016
http://edition.cnn.com/election/results/exit-polls
http://cookpolitical.com/file/2013-04-47.pdf
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/146z3cDVx5WGCprbKGFSMeGfyTFfIlE8SbjrLQ0sfkBI/edit#gid=0
http://cookpolitical.com/file/Arranged_by_State_District.pdf
http://cookpolitical.com/assets/public/documents/pvivalue.pdf

10.

Any state that switched the between 2012 and 2016, and
any state that was determined by a less than 5% margin
in either or both elections: Arizona, Colorado, Florida,
Iowa, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, New
Hampshire, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia,
and Wisconsin. NE02 could also be included in this

definition.
CA25, CA49, TX23, VA10.

CNN Exit Polls 2016, November 8, 2016. Accessed July 10,
2017. Available at:

http://www.cnn.com/election/results/exit-polls.

CNN Exit Polls 2012, November 6, 2012. Accessed July 10,
2017. Available at:
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/race/preside
nt/.



http://www.cnn.com/election/results/exit-polls
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/race/president/

