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Towle’s Guide to Watching Election Returns for 2018 

 

For many years, I have been handing out my election predictions and “poll watching guide” to 

students and colleagues.   While this began (and is primarily intended) as something for my Parties and 

Elections course (PS312), others have indicated that they like having my write-ups on election night.  My 
goal is to educate, generate discussion about the processes of American politics, and to have some fun.  

Some years, I have done very well in my predictions.  In other years (like 2016), there were outcomes that 

I didn’t see coming. 
 

 Before I give my predictions, I will first lay out what to expect when watching election results. 

The Associated Press (AP) coordinates the counting of the vote tallies as they are reported in various 
states and localities across the country, and these tallies are continuously reported to the major news 

networks.  Networks use a number of techniques to determine the winner of an election even prior to all 

the votes being counted.  In some cases, when the outcome is very obvious, the networks may announce a 

winner with only a small fraction (or even none) of the vote having been tallied.  To do this, they rely on 
the National Election Pool (NEP).  The NEP is a consortium of the major networks, but this year Fox and 

AP will be conducting their own methods of gathering data. The NEP also conducts exit polls which are 

supposed to be highly guarded secrets until after outcomes are announced.  Networks in turn compare 
certain precincts for results, and if the results correspond with the exits polls then they become more 

confident that they can announce the outcome of a race.   

 

Generally speaking, the networks and AP do not make their announcements on the outcome of 
the election in a state until all the polls have closed in that state.  For this reason, I include here a guide to 

the poll closing times, given in EASTERN STANDARD TIME, according to when the LAST polls close 

in each state.   

 
7:00pm – IN, KY, SC, VT, VA 

 7:30pm – NC, WV 
8:00pm – AL, CT, DC, DE, FL, GA, IL, KS, ME, MD, MA, MS, MO, NH,  NJ,  OK, PA, RI, SD, TN, TX 

 8:30pm – AR, OH 
 9:00pm –  AZ, CO, LA, MI, MN, NE, NM, NY, RI, WI, WY 

10:00pm – IA, MT, NV, ND, UT 
 11:00pm – CA, HI, ID, OR, WA 

    1:00am – AK 

 

Based on these closing times, here are some races to watch earlier in the evening to look for a pattern:  
➢ Kentucky, district 6   
➢ North Carolina, district 9  
➢ Virginia, districts 5 and 7  
➢ the Senate races in Indiana and West Virginia 

 

An early sign of a Democratic “wave”?  North Carolina district 13 – if Democrats win this one, they are 

probably in for a very good night. 

 

An early sign of a Republican “seawall”?  The Indiana Senate Race (if Mike Braun defeats Senator Joe 

Donnelly), or if incumbent Barbara Comstock is re-elected in Virginia – district 10. 
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Here is my general discussion of things to be mindful of when thinking about this year’s elections. 
 
Normally, it’s pretty easy to predict midterm elections for the House of Representatives.  With only 
three exceptions in the last 100 years, the president’s party loses seats in the House of Representatives.  
Usually the only question is how many seats the president’s party will lose.   
 
Thus, this year the big question is whether the Democrats will gain a majority in the House by winning at 
least 23 seats from the Republicans.  In the “generic ballot” (a measure of which party – as opposed to 
candidates – that voters would prefer to support in the election), the Democrats have a strong 9% lead.  
This is consistent with expectation for a good outcome for the party out of the White House in a 
midterm year. 
 
Now, you may have noticed that things are a bit unusual in American politics at the moment.  And you 
also may recall that predictions (including mine) were way off in 2016!  At the same time, when looking 
at polls, it is important to remember that they all have a “margin of error.”  Looking at 2016 and Donald 
Trump, one can see that most states where there was a surprise in the Electoral College were still in the 
predicted margin of error; that is, polls showed a narrow Clinton victory in the close states, but the 
margin of error left open the possibility of a Trump win.  Several of those polls were wrong in the same 
direction.  Nate Silver calls this a systematic bias.  An important question is “why?”  Did polls somehow 
miss Republican voters?  Or was there a late shift in the electorate toward Trump?  If the former, we 
might see a surprising strong showing for Republicans again.  If the latter, then this leaves open the 
possibility of a systematic bias again, but one that could favor either party. 
 
In terms of what is happening in the electorate, there are also a few atypical things this year.  For 
example, early voting is very high in places that have it.  Does that mean that turnout will be higher?  
Not necessarily.  It’s possible that in some states voters are simply shifting the timing of their votes.  (In 
fact, there is some political science research that suggests that states with early voting have lower 
turnout, probably because of the reduced hype on Election Day).   However, some states already have 
more early voters this year than they had total voters in 2014.  That seems to suggest that voters are 
more engaged this year than they were in 2014 when the turnout rate was a mere 37%. 
 
Can we predict much from the early voting?  Maybe a little.   Professor Michael McDonald of the 
University of Florida probably watches turnout data more carefully than nearly anyone else.  McDonald 
believes that Democrats have higher turnout overall this year, but Republicans have a slight edge in 
states with close Senate races.1 
 
So, does this mean that Republicans will do better in Senate races, and Democrats will do better in 
House races in states without a Senate race?  Maybe.  But Republicans are usually overall more likely to 
vote in midterms in election, so another important variable is who is waiting until election day, and 
why? 
 
I have one other observation that seems unusual to me.  Typically, when polls report the results from 
both “registered voters” and “likely voters”, we would expect to see the Republicans doing better with 

                                                             
1 To my PS312 students: we have discussed McDonald’s “Voting Eligible Population” numbers in class; the 
information I have here can be found:  Gardner, Amy.  “Early vote totals in at least 17 states already surpass 2014 
turnout at this point.”  Washington Post, October 31, 2018. 
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the likely voters than with the registered voters.  (This is because Republicans tend to have higher 
turnout).  But I have noticed that this pattern does not seem to follow this year. Using polls released on 
October 31 as an a example, Fox News Polls suggest that Democrats are doing better with likely voters 
than registered voters in the senate races in Missouri and Indiana, and CNN/SSRS senate polls show the 
same thing in Arizona.   
 
So, have I confused you yet?  Well, I have confused myself.  Thus, to make any predictions this year, I 
think I need to step away from information overload, and go back to the basics:  the party out of the 
White House almost always does well in midterm elections, at least for the House of Representatives.  
Senate races are always more idiosyncratic and require a little more state-by-state analysis, but I would 
generally expect the Democrats to win several of the very close Senate races. 
 
The next page has a list of things to look at when examining Senate Races this  year. 
 
My guess for the House of Representatives is that the Democrats will pick up 31 seats and gain control 
of the House.  
 
 
Predictions: 

• The Republicans will retain the Senate.  Only three seats will change parties, and 
that will give the Democrats a net gain of 1.  The Senate will be tied at 50R and 
50D, meaning that Vice President Pence will be the deciding vote to keep the 
Republican majority.2 

• The Democrats will gain 31 seats in the House of Representatives, and will 
control the House by a margin of 226 to 209. 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                             
2Mississippi is holding a special election on November 6 for a seat that was appointed to fill a vacancy.  Under 
Mississippi special election rules, if no one has 50% then the top-two will need to run against each other on 
November 27.  My 50-50 split assumes that there will be a second election, and that all eyes will be on Mississippi 
for a few weeks, but that the Republicans will easily win there. 
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State 

Democrat 
or Independent 

with Dems Republican 

 
Towle 
Predicts: 

  

Shading in the cells below 
indicates a predicted party 
change. 

  
Shaded below indicates a race worth 

watching.  
  

  
Italics below indicates an incumbent   Current 

Party 

Predicted 

Party 

Party 

Switch? 

Arizona Sinema McSally Sinema   R D R ➔D 

California Feinstein  de Leon Feinstein   D D  

Connecticut Murphy Corey Murphy   D D  

Delaware Carper  Arlett Carper   D D  

Florida Nelson Scott Nelson  D D  

Hawaii Hirono Curtis Hirono   D D  

Indiana Donnelly Braun Donnelly   D D  

Maine King Brakey King   D/I D/I  

Maryland Cardin Campbell Cardin   D D  

Massachusetts Warren  Diehll Warren   D D  

Michigan Stabenow James Stabenow   D D  

Minnesota Klobuchar Newberger Klobuchar   D D  

Minnesota 

(special) Smith Housely Smith  D D  

Mississippi Baria Wicker Wicker   R R  

Mississippi 

(special)  Espy Hyde-Smith Hyde-Smith  R R  

Missouri McCaskill Hawley McCaskill   D D  

Montana Tester Rosendale Tester   D D  

Nebraska Raybound Fischer Fischer   R R  

Nevada Rosen Heller Rosen  R D R➔D 

New Jersey Menendez Hugin Menendez   D D  

New Mexico Heinrich Rich Heinrich   D D  

New York Gillibrand Farley Gillibrand   D D  

North Dakota Heitkamp Cramer Cramer   D R D➔R 

Ohio Brown Renacci Brown   D D  

Pennsylvania Casey Barletta Casey   D D  

Rhode Island Whitehouse Flander Whitehouse   D D  

Tennessee Bredesen Blackburn Blackburn   R R  

Texas O'Rourke Cruz Cruz   R R  

Utah Wilson Romney Romney   R R  

Vermont Sanders (I) Paige Sanders   D/I D/I  

Virginia Kaine Stewart Kaine   D D  

Washington Cantwell Hutchison Cantwell   D D  

West Virginia Manchin Morrisey Manchin   D D  

Wisconsin Baldwin Vukmir Baldwin   D D  

Wyoming Trauner Barrasso Barasso   R R   
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Comments on some key senate races: 
 

Arizona – about two weeks ago I wrote in my notes that Kyrsten Sinema would lose, in part due to some 
comments she had made a few years ago that were coming back to haunt her.  But I changed my mind on this 
one at the end.  McSally doesn’t seem to have completely convinced AZ, and she got some bad publicity when 
she implied that the “caravan” was a more important topic than health care.  To make matters worse for her, 
AZ was John McCain’s state, and Trump may have turned off some Arizonans with his lackluster response to 
McCain’s death. 
 
Florida – It’s the incumbent senator versus the incumbent governor.  Florida is always maddeningly hard to 
predict, but I suspect that the senate incumbency will matter more.  Plus, there is an interesting governor’s 
race that could increase turnout for Democrats. 
 
Indiana – This is one of the early evening races to watch.  This is a conservative state that voted for Trump.  
But Democratic incumbent Joe Donnelly seems to have managed to hold on.  Keep an eye on this one. 
 
Missouri – My hardest race to predict.  The power of incumbency and a Democratic leaning midterm would 
suggest McCaskill, but the state has been becoming more Republican.  And McCaskill’s last two elections were 
due in part to some luck.  I think she will hang on, but the luck may have run out. 
 
Montana – Sparsely populated state where “retail politics” matters.  Jon Tester is a Democrat in a Republican 
state, so he faces a challenge.  But he and his farmer family are well known to Montanans.  He should squeak 
by with a narrow victory. 
 
Nevada – This is a state where I am inclined to expect a flip from Republican to Democrat.  The state is known 
as a difficult state to poll, and this race could be one of the closest.  I expect the Republican incumbent to lose. 
 
New Jersey – It’s bizarre that this race is even on this list!  This should be a perfectly safe seat for the 
Democrats, but incumbent senator Menendez has been followed by scandal and was even tried for corruption 
(in a case that ended with several charges split with a hung jury).  Any other year and this would be ripe for a 
Republican pick up. 
 
North Dakota – Democrats really want incumbent Heidi Heitkamp to win.  They like to point out that she was 
behind in the polls by 10 points in 2012 and still won.  I doubt that she will win again.  But if she does, it might 
be because Native Americans have been angered over what seemed to be a voter suppression effort against 
them because of their support for Heitcamp.  If suppression was the intent of the voter law, it may backfire. 
 
Tennessee – Popular former Democratic governor Phil Bredesen is challenging Republican congresswoman 
Marsha Blackburn for the Senate seat.  He was a good choice for the Democrats to run, and he could pull it off, 
but the state is probably too Republican for him to win. 
 
Texas – Republican Ted Cruz will probably be re-elected.  But he isn’t a much-loved politician, and Democrat 
Beto O’Rourke seems new and different.  Could O’Rourke pull off an upset?  If he does, that will be the story 
of the night. 
 
West Virginia – Incumbent Democrat Joe Mancin is running for re-election in the state that Trump won by the 
largest percent (68.6%) in the union.  But Mancin has a long history here as governor and senator.  I’m 
guessing he wins. 
 


