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ABSTRACT 

 
 After experiencing the poll error and the forecast failure in the 2016 US presidential election, 

pollsters' effort to improve the pre-election poll didn't work. The poll error of 2020 is even more 

significant than the poll error of 2016. By studying the poll error that appeared in history, I found 

three possible causes: late decider, shy Trump voter, and non-response bias. The thesis examined 

all three causes to see whether they are the cause of the 2020 election. Based on exit poll data, 

the late decider is hardly the main cause of the 2020 election poll since there are fewer people 

who decide to vote during the final week before the election compared to 2016, yet the poll error 

increased. The demographic data showed the opposite of the shy Trump voter hypothesis that the 

poll error is more significant in areas less likely to have social pressure for supporting Trump. 

The non-response bias caused by people within demographic groups who are less likely to take a 

survey seems to be one of the causes of the 2020 election poll error, yet furth study is needed to 

provide proof. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the 2020 US election, polls were once again the subject of criticism. FiveThirtyEight, 

the famous American think tank that focuses on polling, predicted before the 2020 election that 

the Democratic presidential candidate, Joe Biden, would win Wisconsin by 8.3 percentage 

points.1But the election result showed that he only won by 0.63 percent, and the polling error 

exceeded seven percentage points2. 

Besides, in Iowa, Florida, Michigan, Texas, and other states, most polls underestimated 

Trump's strength. Biden did not overwhelmingly beat Trump, as pre-election polls showed. In 

most of the battleground states, Biden defeated Trump by less than two percentage points. The 

polls' predictions for the election of senators were also not accurate. In Maine, polls showed that 

Democrat Sara Gideon would defeat Senator Susan Collins by two percentage points, but Collins 

easily won reelection by nine percentage points.  

The poll error in 2016 has already caused controversy in the polling industry. Compared 

with the 2016 pre-election polls, 2020 pre-election polls had larger errors in terms of popular 

votes3. This shows that either the pollsters did not learn from the failure of 2016, or the pollster's 

analysis of the 2016 poll error was wrong, or there was a new cause of poll error in the 2020 U.S. 

election. This thesis reviews the election result and examines the causes of polling error for the 

2020 pre-election polls. Firstly, I review the history of polls, particularly the typical cause of the 

polling error happened in the past. Secondly, I summarize the social and political environment 

 
1 FiveThirtyEight, “2020 election forecast,” accessed November 29, 2021, https://projects.fivethirtyei-

ght.com/2020-election-forecast/ 
2 CNN, “Presidential Result,” accessed November 29, 2021, https://www.cnn.com/election/2020/resu-

lts/president 
3 Costas Panagopoulos, “Polls and Elections Accuracy and Bias in the 2020 U.S. General Election 

Polls,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 51, no. 1 (2021): pp. 214-227, https://doi.org/10.1111/psq.12710.  
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based on the election results of the 2020 US election. Thirdly, I examine the possible causes of 

the 2020 pre-election polling error. Finally, I will discuss whether the reason for the error in the 

2020 election polls is accidental or a more general trend related to social and political 

developments.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE HISTORY OF POLLING 

The Birth of Polls 

 Since their first appearance in the United States, polls have significantly impacted 

American society for nearly two hundred years. To a certain extent, the history of changes in 

polling’s represents the evolution of the American political landscape and society.  

In July 1824, The Harrisburg Pennsylvanian conducted the first "nonpartisan" general 

election poll among Wilmington, Delaware readers.4 This was also the first time a poll had 

appeared in a newspaper in American history. This poll, known as "straw poll," used a non-

probability sampling method. Participants were readers of local newspapers and were not 

representative of the voting population of white, male landowners. Polls at that time obtained a 

general understanding, which is inevitably one-sided and inaccurate. 

During the election of 1824, the caucus meeting nominated William H. Crawford as the 

presidential candidate, but the other four people, including John Quincy Adams of Massachusetts 

and John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, Andrew Jackson of Tennessee, and Henry Clay of 

Kentucky, refused to accept the nomination and insisted on running for President.5 It is the first 

"real" election in that voters had more of an impact and it was the first time a formal poll had 

appeared. In 1796, caucuses of the political parties' congressional delegations met informally to 

nominate their presidential and vice-presidential candidates, leaving the general public with little 

direct input. The subsequent demise in the 1810s of the Federalist Party, which failed even to 

nominate a presidential candidate in 1820. 

 
4 George Gallup, and Saul Forbes Rae. "The pulse of democracy: the public-opinion poll and how it 

works." (1940). 
5 Arthur Meier Schlesinger, and Fred L. Israel. History of American presidential elections, 1789-1968. Vol. 

3. (Chelsea House, 1971), 349-382 
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The anticipated voting results showed that Jackson had a huge lead. In the fall of that 

year, Jackson defeated his opponent Adams by more than 70,000 votes in popular vote. The 

result showed the straw poll's reference ability, but because the candidates did not have more 

than half of the votes cast, the election was finally handed over to the House of Representatives 

for a ruling. 

In the end, 24 members of the House of Representatives representing the majority parties 

in 24 states held an emergency vote to decide between the three candidates with the most 

electoral votes. Adams received 13 votes, surpassing Jackson's seven votes, and was elected the 

United States' sixth president. The general election of 1824 was the only election where the 

President was voted into office by the House of Representatives after the 12th Amendment to the 

US Constitution was passed. It was also the first appearance of an election poll. At that time, the 

election poll was only a small regional survey that only asked about the preference of candidate.  

The Wizard of Washington 

  In the 20th century, polls began to be more widely used in the United States. Advertisers 

developed survey questionnaires to study consumer preferences. In 1932, psychologist Henry 

Link used a more complicated method to create the so-called first modern poll. He named it the 

"psychological barometer" to test people's attitudes towards soap, coffee, and other 

commodities.6  

The political application of polls has attracted the most attention. The first president in American 

history to use private polls to win an election was Franklin Roosevelt. During his previous tenure 

as governor of New York State, Roosevelt was obsessed with figuring out the public's mind. He 

 
6 Henry C, Link. "A new method for testing advertising and a psychological sales barometer." Journal of 

Applied Psychology 18, no. 1 (1934): 1. 
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would read the mail sent to him by the people, follow the public opinion of newspapers and 

radio, and get as much information as possible from the waiter at the gas station and the grocery 

store owner who would collect comments on him.7 

It was his obsession with public opinion. Before he ran for President with Hoover in 

1932, Democratic Chairman James A. Farley helped Roosevelt find a poll genius known as the 

"The Wizard of Washington" Emil Hurja. Roosevelt was eventually elected as the 32nd 

President of the United States, and the "The Wizard of Washington" contributed a lot to this 

outcome. Hurja predicted that the voter turnout would be 7.5 million for this general election, 

and the final number would be 7.2 million. His prediction for the Midwestern states was closer: 

the final margin of victory was 295,489, and his prognosis was 300,000.8 

Roosevelt’s candidacy four years later shows the polls' ability to help politicians 

understand people's opinions and adjust their policies. While seeking reelection, Roosevelt ran 

into trouble. In the spring of 1935, populism rose. A senator from Louisiana, Republican Huey 

Long, proposed a radical wealth redistribution plan, which inspired millions of people. Although 

Roosevelt's New Deal had made some achievements, the New Deal appeared weak compared 

with Long's plan. 

Polls conducted by Hurja show that Long's popularity was not limited to the South or the 

countryside. Long's ballots in the Midwestern states were also solid. The poll indicated that 

although Roosevelt could be re-elected, for Long's candidacy to be successful it would take a lot 

of votes. After the Democratic Party obtained this poll, it was very nervous and wanted to find a 

 
7 Eisinger, Robert M., and Jeremy Brown. "Polling as a means toward presidential autonomy: Emil Hurja, 

Hadley Cantril and the Roosevelt administration." International Journal of Public Opinion Research 10, no. 3 
(1998): 237-256. 

8 Melvin, Holli. The wizard of Washington: Emil Hurja, Franklin Roosevelt, and the birth of public opinion 
polling. (Springer, 2002), 39-81 
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solution as soon as possible, but the media accidentally discovered this situation. Veteran 

reporter Mark Sullivan reported that Roosevelt was planning to go further to the left to the point 

that he could win the votes captured by the left-wing Senator Huey Long.9 

In that summer, Roosevelt signed the "Revenue Act of 1935", a tax bill called "Soak the 

Rich," and began to increase taxation of the rich and companies. For example, for those with an 

annual net income of more than $50,000, the minimum tax rate was 31%. For those with a net 

income of more than $5 million, the maximum tax rate would rise from 59% to 75%. The policy 

was attractive to the lower class.  In 1936, Roosevelt easily won the election. 10 

The Failures of the Literary Digest Poll 

Before 1936, Literary Digest was the most famous media outlet that conducted polls. 

From 1916 to 1932, the poll of Literary Digest successfully predicted the winner of the 

presidential election. In 1936, the Literary Digest sent out over 10 million questionnaires and 

received 2.4 million replies. Based on the result, the Literary Digest predicted that Republican 

candidate Alf Langdon would defeat the current Democratic President Franklin D. Roosevelt by 

an overwhelming advantage.1112 

In the end, Roosevelt had easily won 46 states, 98 percent of the electoral votes, and 63 

percent of the popular vote in 1936. It was one of the most one-sided election victories in 

American history and the Literary Digest made a huge mistake in polling. At the same time, 

 
9 Robert E. Snyder, "Huey Long and the Presidential Election of 1936." Louisiana History: The Journal of 

the Louisiana Historical Association 16, no. 2 (1975): 117-143. 
10 Edwin Amenta, Kathleen Dunleavy, and Mary Bernstein. "Stolen thunder? Huey Long's" Share our 

wealth," political mediation, and the second New Deal." American sociological review (1994): 678-702. 
11 Peverill Squire. "Why the 1936 Literary Digest poll failed." Public Opinion Quarterly 52, no. 1 (1988): 

125-133. 
12 Robert S. Erikson, and Kent L. Tedin. "The 1928–1936 partisan realignment: The case for the 

conversion hypothesis." American Political Science Review 75, no. 4 (1981): 951-962. 
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Archibald Crossley, Elmo Roper, and George Gallup, prominent pollsters at the time, correctly 

predicted Roosevelt's landslide victory by using sample surveys.13 

The main reasons for the failure of the Literary Digest poll is nonresponse bias. First and 

the most obvious, the sample of the Literary Digest poll was biased. The poll results were based 

on telephone and postcard surveys of subscribers to the Literary Digest and automobile owners. 

At that time, most wealthy families who could use the phone and owned cars were more willing 

to support Langdon of the Republican Party. Nine million people were facing economic 

difficulties and unemployment. The people with the most difficulties were already homeless. If 

they could not accept the telephone survey or return the postcard, they would be excluded from 

the survey sample. People who supported Langdon were more willing to return the ballot. They 

also were more likely to have received the postcard in the first place.14 

The 1948 Presidential Election 

Even polls with scientific sampling and methods could make mistakes, and the 1948 

presidential election poll was one of those mistakes. Roosevelt's contribution and unique prestige 

in a special period earned him four presidential terms. Still, just after the fourth term began, 

Roosevelt passed away, and according to the Constitution, Vice President Harry S Truman was 

sworn in as President. 1948 was the year when Truman's first term of office ended. Truman did a 

lot of things during his tenure, such as ending World War II and continuing the New Deal. Still, 

the most important thing he did was establish the early Cold War strategy: accompanying 

 
13 Jean M. Converse, Survey research in the United States: Roots and emergence 1890-1960. (Routledge, 

2017).  112 
14 Peverill Squire. "Why the 1936 Literary Digest poll failed." Public Opinion Quarterly 52, no. 1 (1988): 

125-133. 
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Churchill to deliver the "Iron Curtain Speech," the introduction of Trumanism, and the 

implementation of the Marshall Plan15. 

However, due to the internal division within the Democratic Party and the problem left 

from the new deal of FDR, the situation in 1948 was very unfavorable for the Democratic 

candidate Truman161718. There are three main reasons:  

1. The Republican Party used Roosevelt's term of the presidency and expanded 

administrative power to attack the New Deal and Truman's Cold War tactics and 

won back a lot of support. 

2. The leaders of the Democratic Party challenged Truman. For a time, they wanted 

to abandon Truman and re-nominate other candidates. 

3. The Democratic Party had split internally. The stubborn Southern State Power 

who opposed anti-segregationist policies—the Dixiecrats– separated from the 

party.   

All sorts of circumstances put Truman in a very unfavorable situation. Early polls showed that 

the Republican candidate Thomas Dewey was polling at least 17 percentage points higher than 

Truman's approval rate. Gallup believed that Dewey would defeat Truman by five percentage 

points in the last poll released before the election. Mainstream public opinion also indicated that 

 
15 Arnold A. Offner. "“Another Such Victory”: President Truman, American Foreign Policy, and the Cold 

War." Diplomatic History 23, no. 2 (1999): 127-155. 
16 Alonzo L. Hamby, "Harry S. Truman: Campaigns and Elections." American President (2009). 
17Harvard Sitkoff. "Harry Truman and the election of 1948: The coming of age of civil rights in American 

politics." The Journal of Southern History 37, no. 4 (1971): 597-616. 
18 Gary A. Donaldson. Truman Defeats Dewey. (University Press of Kentucky, 2014) 
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Dewey could win. The Chicago Daily Tribune even printed the election newspaper ahead of 

time, with the infamous headline "Dewey defeats Truman."19 

The polls also influenced Dewey himself. He believed that the victory was in his hands, 

and he followed the advice of his staff of "Don't talk when you are ahead." Dewey rarely showed 

up and spoke in general terms. At that time, Dewey's mantra was, "You know that your future is 

still ahead of you." 

The final result was astonishing. Truman defeated Dewey by 303 electoral votes and a 

4.4 percentage point lead in the popular vote. On the second day after the election, when Truman 

met with a large number of supporters at St. Louis Union Station in his hometown, he held up the 

front-page photo of the Chicago Tribune, which became a famous political photo in American 

history. 

One important reason why the polls were inaccurate is that Gallup firmly believed that 

Dewey would win before the election, so he stopped polling two weeks before the election, 

ignoring 14 percent of voters who "have not decided yet." Late deciders could be the main reason 

for the erroneous predictions of the 1948 election poll. 

British Election and the Shy Tories 

Nine times in the pre-election polls in the UK general election between 1945 and 2017, 

the error exceeded five percentage points. Among them, polls misjudged the results of the 1970, 

1992, and 2015 general elections. These three wrong predictions all underestimated the 

Conservative Party's support rate. 

 
19Tim Jones, “Dewey Defeats Truman: The Most Famous Wrong Call in Electoral History,” Dewey 

Defeats Truman: The Most Famous Wrong Call in Electoral History, October 20, 2020, 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/featured/sns-dewey-defeats-truman-1942-20201031-
5kkw5lpdavejpf4mx5k2pr7trm-story.html. 
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In the 1992 election, all five pollsters (Harris, MORI, Gallup, NOP, ICM) predicted that 

the election would be a close match, and the Labor Party had a lead of 0 to 3 percentage points. 

However, the Conservative Party achieved one of the most significant victories with a 7.6 

percentage point lead.  

Polling agencies had underestimated the votes of the Conservative Party since the Second 

World War.2021 Based on that phenomenon, researchers put forward the hypothesis of "shy 

Tories" and believed that Conservative voters tended to hide their preferences and did not want 

to reveal their true voting intentions during the interview.22 

As far as the current mainstream polling methods are concerned, if voters hide their 

preferences, polling agencies often lack effective means to detect the true voting tendency of 

respondents. Although there are methods to figure out "shy voters" after the election, like 

questionnaires and interviews, researchers still have difficulty determining the actual number of 

these voters and their impact on the election results. “Shy Voter” hypothesis still lacks 

systematic empirical support. Therefore, "shy voters" is not a master key to explain the 

inaccuracy of polls. The assessment of the actual impact of "shy voters" requires an analysis of 

specific issues. Over-reliance on the hypothesis of "Shy Voter" will hinder reflection on the 

causes of polling errors. 

 

 

 
20 John Loosemore, and Victor J. Hanby. "The theoretical limits of maximum distortion: Some analytic 

expressions for electoral systems." British Journal of Political Science 1, no. 4 (1971): 467-477. 
21 David Childs. Britain since 1945: a political history. (Routledge, 2013). 
22 Jessica Elgot, “How 'Shy Tories' Confounded the Polls and Gave David Cameron Victory,” May 8, 2015, 

https://www.theguardian.com/politi-cs/2015/may/08/election-2015-how-shy-tories-confounded-polls-cameron-
victory. 
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Conclusion 

Polls are a social science tool that surveys a sample consisting of a small group of  people who 

meet statistical standards to infer the intentions of all citizens. From the perspective of morality, 

whether pure statistical principles can be applied to people with free will is controversial. 

Secondly, the opinions of each individual are changing all the time. Incidents like COVID-19 

can easily change the voting preferences of people. Therefore, a poll is only a record of the 

answers to a specific questionnaire at a particular moment. In addition to this answer, there are 

too many possibilities and uncertainties, and the polls do not cover these. The most important 

determinant of whether a poll can be accurate is whether the sample size is sufficient and 

representative enough. 

But it is precisely because of the limitation of samples that the limitations of the polls 

have become more and more obvious, and the problems have become more and more exposed. 

In the past two hundred years, many changes have taken place in the American electoral system. 

At the same time, with the abolition of slavery and the influx of large numbers of immigrants, 

more and more foreign-born populations have been given the right to vote, and the composition 

of the voting population in the United States has become more complicated. The United States is 

no longer a country dominated by white Christians. Voters of different ethnicities and classes 

have a sense of identity with the group to which they belong. This phenomenon has an 

increasingly profound impact on society and the country. 

Based on statistics, the sample size to achieve a 95% confidence level and a margin of 

error of three percent is 1067,23 which is usually the sample size of a state level poll. The 

 
23Scott M Smith. "Determining sample size." Retrieved February 23 (2013). 
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challenge for the poll today is representative with sample size of around 1000 people. The 

selected sample must have a certain degree of randomness and reflect certain demographic 

characteristics, which involve race, age, gender, religion, education, and so on. 
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CHAPTER 2: WHAT HAPPENED IN 2020 

The 2020 US election had the highest voter turnout rate in the recent 30 years, with a 

five-percentage point increase from 2016. Panagopoulos's study24 shows that the error in the 

2020 election polling was the largest in nearly 30 years. The cause of the 2020 pre-election 

polling error is complicated since, during the year 2020, many unexpected events impacted the 

US society and the election.  

The Impact of COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic is the very first public health emergency that put the whole 

world into lockdown. In the US, COVID-19 broke out in March and quickly spread across the 

US. The Trump administration did not respond positively to the COVID-19 outbreak. As a 

result, vulnerable groups in society began to turn to support Biden to seek more active epidemic 

prevention measures. The COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased Biden's lead in this 

general election and weakened the support of elderly voters and low-income voters for Trump. 

Trump's failed epidemic prevention and control policies caused some elderly voters who had 

supported the Republican Party to abandon Trump and support Biden in the general election. In 

the pandemic context, elderly voters had become the most vulnerable group with the highest 

infection rate and the highest mortality rate. Therefore, they paid the most attention to the 

government's pandemic prevention and control policies25. However, after the outbreak, Trump 

did not recognize the pandemic's severity. He refused to adopt an active federal epidemic 

prevention and control policy. Trump's disastrous epidemic prevention and control policies have 

 
24 Costas Panagopoulos. "Polls and Elections Accuracy and Bias in the 2020 US General Election 

Polls." Presidential Studies Quarterly 51, no. 1 (2021): 214-227. 
25 Anja Neundorf, and Sergi Pardos-Prado. "The Impact of COVID-19 on Trump’s Electoral Demise: The 

Role of Economic and Democratic Accountability." Perspectives on Politics (2021): 1-17. 
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caused dissatisfaction among a large number of elderly voters. In the context of the epidemic, 

vulnerable elderly voters pay more and more attention to maintaining personal health insurance. 

However, Trump and the Republican Party's stance on abolishing Obama's health insurance 

policy aroused opposition from some elderly voters26. Therefore, epidemic prevention and 

control and medical insurance had become the core reason for some elderly voters to abandon 

Trump.   

Since 2000, older voters who support the Republican Party have historically been 5%  to 

12%  greater than those who supported the Democratic Party. In the 2016 general election, older 

voters over the age of 65 who voted for Trump accounted for 25% of the total Republican voters, 

and Trump received 13% more votes among older voters over the age of 65 than Hillary.27(Pew 

2018) With the rapid deterioration of the pandemic situation in 2020, Trump's polls among the 

elderly had fallen sharply. In May 2020, Trump's approval rate among the elderly dropped by 

20%, lagging Biden by more than 10%.28  In October 2020, Trump's polling numbers among 

older voters had fallen behind Biden’s by more than 20%.29 Judging from the exit polls of this 

general election, Biden's performance among the elderly voters was not as strong as the pre-

election polls showed. Still, compared with Hillary in 2016, Biden got the support of 8% more 

elderly voters (over 65 years old).  

 
26Gary C Jacobson. "Donald Trump and the parties: Impeachment, pandemic, protest, and electoral politics 

in 2020." Presidential Studies Quarterly 50, no. 4 (2020): 762-795. 
27 Carroll Doherty, Jocelyn Kiley, and Bridget Johnson. "An examination of the 2016 electorate, based on 

validated voters." Pew Research Center (2018).  
28 Margaret Talev Alexi McCammond, “The Secret behind Biden's Strength with Seniors,” Axios, May 23, 

2020, https://www.axios.com/biden-polling-seniors-trump-2ff44e93-290f-4bb2-995c-c944e54a2464.html. 
29 Ursula Perano, “Polls: Biden Leads Trump among Seniors by Double Digits,” Axios, October 6, 2020, 

https://www.axios.com/biden-trump-seniors-polls-2020-elections-9509aefc-46db-459b-beea-b6a724b17961.html. 
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The continued downturn in the US economic situation during the pandemic also caused 

some low-income voters to abandon Trump in favor of Biden. During Trump's three-year rule 

before the outbreak, the US economy generally performed well from a data perspective. 

Stimulated by the Trump administration's tax cuts, the US economy had grown steadily and 

strongly, the unemployment rate had continued to fall, and the stock market had continued to 

prosper. However, during the Trump era, the United States' economic prosperity did not benefit 

families of different income groups equally.  

In the context of the continued prosperity of the stock market and the continued increase 

in employment rates, the income of the rich has increased much more than that of the low-

income groups. In the case of calculating the impact of inflation, the wage increase of low-

income groups in the United States during Trump's period was minimal. Moreover, many new 

jobs created during the Trump era were temporary. Such jobs were more sensitive to fluctuations 

in the US economic situation and were likely to disappear in large numbers due to the sudden 

deterioration of the economic crisis30. Therefore, despite the good performance of the US 

economic data during the Trump era, the gap between the rich and the poor and the economic 

class division in the United States continued to increase. A large number of low-income groups 

engaged in temporary jobs fell into more severe economic difficulties under the impact of the 

epidemic. Affected by the epidemic, the unemployment rate in the United States reached 15% in 

April 2020, and more than 20 million people lost their jobs.31 

 
30Steve LeVine, “Why Wages Aren't Rising, despite Strong Job Growth,” Axios, May 4, 2019, 

https://www.axios.com/mystery-sluggish-wages-ee7bf523-fc96-47a5-86ed-72e5eddae250.html. 
31 Josh Mitchell, “U.S. Unemployment Rate Fell to 13.3% in May,” The Wall Street Journal (Dow Jones & 

Company, June 6, 2020), https://www.wsj.com/articles/may-jobs-report-coronavirus-2020-11591310177. 
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The Trump administration failed to achieve effective prevention and control of the 

epidemic as soon as possible. The negative impact of the epidemic on the US economy entered a 

long-term mode. As a result, millions of people fell into economic conditions of long-term 

unemployment and lack of stable income, and a large number of people had low incomes without 

savings. The financial situation of the family deteriorated rapidly32. Low-income groups were 

increasingly dissatisfied with Trump's inaction in preventing and controlling the epidemic, and 

the Republican economic relief bill's inadequacy as the epidemic continued to grow.  

According to a FiveThirtyEight poll33, 23% of respondents were “very worried” with 

Trump's economic policies before the outbreak. After the epidemic lasted for five months, 56% 

of respondents were “very worried” with Trump's economic policies. The number of voters 

dissatisfied with Trump's economic policies during the epidemic increased by 33%. Low-income 

groups turned their dissatisfaction with Trump's epidemic prevention and control into support for 

Biden. According to exit polls, low-income voters (with an annual income of less than $50,000) 

cast 11% more votes for Biden than Trump34. 

High Turnout Rate of Minority Groups 

On May 25, 2020, a white American police officer, Derek Chauvin, and three of his colleagues 

in Minneapolis, Minnesota, suspected a 46-year-old black American citizen, George Floyd,  of 

using counterfeit banknotes and questioned him after receiving a call. However, Chauvin's 

 
32 Josh Mitchell, “Covid-19 Surge Ends Seven Months of U.S. Jobs Growth,” The Wall Street Journal 

(Dow Jones & Company, January 8, 2021), https://www.wsj.com/articles/december-jobs-report-coronavirus-2020-
11610080447. 

33Jasmine Mithani et al., “How Americans View Trump's Response to the Coronavirus Crisis,” 
FiveThirtyEight, December 6, 2021, https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/coronavirus-polls/. 

34 “Exit Poll Results and Analysis for the 2020 Presidential Election,” The Washington Post (WP 
Company, November 7, 2020), https://www.washingtonpost.com/elections/interactive/2020/exit-polls/presidential-
election-exit-polls/. 
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response was to press Floyd on the side of the road with his knees on the ground for 9 minutes 

and 46 seconds until he suffocated and died. During this period, Floyd kept saying, "I can't 

breathe," and the surrounding people repeatedly reminded the police to pay attention to Floyd's 

breathing. But Derek Chauvin still did not loosen the knee that was pressing on Floyd's neck, and 

the other three policemen remained indifferent and did not intervene. After this incident, a large-

scale protest and demonstration broke out in Minnesota on May 26. A large number of people 

took to the streets with slogans such as "I can't breathe," "Black lives matter," and "Prosecute the 

police." Live video swept all major online platforms and attracted worldwide attention. The 

protests after the death of George Floyd were one of the biggest "Black Lives Matter" protests in 

American history, even with the influence of COVID-19.35  

As a result of concerns over violence against Black people, the voter turnout rate for minority 

groups rose in the 2020 election.  The high turnout of African-American voters, driven by the 

continued fermentation and intensification of racial contradictions during the Trump era, became 

the most significant reason for Biden's victory. Race is a long-standing problem in American 

politics, but the political environment during Trump's era has accelerated this problem's 

intensification. In order to cater to the racists among the white Republican voters, especially the 

southern white voters, Trump never publicly condemned the white racists after the racial conflict 

broke out. His political attitude on racial issues encouraged the white racists. At the same time, 

provoking a protest movement against racism among African-American groups has made racial 

issues a major political issue along with the epidemic in 202036. With the frequent occurrence of 

 
35Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui, and Jugal K. Patel. "Black Lives Matter may be the largest movement in 

US history." The New York Times 3 (2020). 
36 Toluse Olorunnipa, and Cleve R. Wootson Jr. "Trump refused to condemn white supremacists and 

militia members in presidential debate marked by disputes over race." Washington Post. September 29 (2020): 2020. 
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incidents of unfair treatment of African-Americans by the US police in the law enforcement 

process in 2020, mass demonstrations and riots protesting the unfair law enforcement of the 

police continue to occur in the US. In the context of the intensification of racial issues, the 

Trump administration has not responded well to the anger of African-Americans over racial 

discrimination. President Trump denied the existence in American society of "systematic racial 

discrimination."37 Trump even criticized the riots and the protests and put forward the "Law and 

Order" campaign slogan, calling for the violent suppression of African rioters who participated 

in racial protests. 

In contrast to Trump's non-recognition of systemic racial discrimination and ignorance of 

racial inequality, Biden and Democrats believed that race was the core issue second only to the 

economy in the 2020 general election. According to expert polls, 20% of Democratic voters 

believe that racial inequality was the most important issue in this presidential election. Among 

these Democrats, 92% voted for Biden. The outbreak of racial conflicts and Trump's criticism of 

the protests became important factors in stimulating Democratic voters, especially African-

American voters. 30 million African-Americans qualified to vote overwhelmingly supported 

Biden in this election and participated with a historic high turnout rate. According to expert 

polls, 87% of African Americans voted for Biden, giving Biden a 75% lead over Trump in the 

votes of African Americans38. Compared with the support of Clinton among African-American 

voters in 2016, more African-American voters who actively supported Biden in 2020 appeared in 

 
37Maggie Haberman, and Alexander Burns. "Trump’s Looting and ‘Shooting’Remarks Escalate Crisis in 

Minneapolis." The New York Times (May 29), https://www. nytimes. com/2020/05/29/us/politics/trump-looting-
shooting. html (2020). 

38 “Exit Poll Results and Analysis for the 2020 Presidential Election,” The Washington Post (WP 
Company, November 7, 2020), https://www.washingtonpost.com/elections/interactive/2020/exit-polls/presidential-
election-exit-polls/. 
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key swing states that directly determined the election results, such as Wisconsin, Michigan, and 

Pennsylvania. In Milwaukee County, Wisconsin, alone, Biden received 28,000 more African-

American votes in 2020 than Hillary Clinton in 2016. Although Trump also received more 

African-American votes in the county than in 2016, Tron Pu's increase in African-American 

votes in 2020 was much lower than Biden's increase over Clinton. Biden won by only 20,000 

votes in Wisconsin. Therefore, the support of African-American voters laid the foundation for 

Biden's smooth reversal of the state's election. 39 

Polarized American Society 

The 2020 presidential election reflects the fact that polarization in US politics has 

accelerated under Trump's influence, and its influence is clearly reflected in the process and 

results of the 2020 election. From the perspective of the issues that voters prioritized in this 

general election, there was a substantial cognitive gap between Democratic and Republican 

voters in the priority ranking of election issues. This gap was larger than in 2016, reflecting the 

more obvious recognition of voters from both parties. In the 2016 general election, voters of the 

two parties had only 27%, 11%, and 17% in their perceptions of the priorities of the three major 

election issues of diplomacy, economy, and counter-terrorism. Even in 2016, the immigration 

issues led to the opposition of the two parties. The cognition gap between voters of the two 

parties was only 31%.40 And the exit polls in 202041 showed that 81% of Democratic voters 

thought that epidemic prevention and control was the most important topic of this election. 

 
39 Aaron Morrison Kat Stafford, “'This Is Proof': Biden's Win Reveals Power of Black Voters,” AP NEWS 

(Associated Press, November 9, 2020), https://apnews.com/article/election-2020-joe-biden-race-and-ethnicity-virus-
outbreak-georgia-7a843bbce00713cfde6c3fdbc2e31eb7.  

40 Produced Jon Huang et al., “Election 2016: Exit Polls,” The New York Times (The New York Times, 
November 9, 2016), https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/11/08/us/politics/election-exit-polls.html. 

41 “Exit Poll Results and Analysis for the 2020 Presidential Election,” The Washington Post (WP 
Company, November 7, 2020), https://www.washingtonpost.com/elections/interactive/2020/exit-polls/presidential-
election-exit-polls/. 
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While Republican voters only accounted for 15%, the gap between the two parties reached 66%. 

On the other hand, 83% of Republicans thought the most important issue for this election was 

prioritizing economic recovery. Only 17% of Democrats voted on the issue, and the gap between 

the two parties reached 66%; 92% of Democratic voters believed that solving racial inequality 

was the most important issue in this election, while Republican voters accounted for only 7 %. 

The gap between the two parties reached 85%. At the same time, the mutual perception of voters 

of the two parties had become more polarized. According to a 2020 poll by the Public Religion 

Research Institute, 81% of Republicans believe that socialists control the Democratic Party, and 

78% of Democrats believe that racists control the Republican Party.42 

The 2020 election data also show that both parties have achieved very good results in 

mobilizing their own voters to vote. The turnout rate reached a staggering 66. 8%43, which is the 

highest turnout rate in the history of American elections since 1908. At the state level, 42 states 

broke their records in turnout that stood since 19804445. 

Another sign of growing political polarization is the more partisan voting patterns of 

voters in both parties who support candidates based more on party affiliation than on policy 

positions. Compared with the 2016 presidential election and the 2018 midterm elections, the 

2020 general election's strong partisan voting model was mainly reflected in two aspects. First, 

the number of voters who voted across parties (such as Democratic voters supporting Republican 

 
42 “Ahead of 2020 Election and amid Multiple Crises, Trump and Biden Supporters See Different Realities 

and Futures for the Nation,” PRRI, November 19, 2020, https://www.prri.org/press-release/ahead-of-2020-election-
and-amid-multiple-crises-trump-and-biden-supporters-see-different-realities-and-futures-for-the-nation/. 

43 US Census Bureau, “2020 Presidential Election Voting and Registration Tables Now Available,” 
Census.gov, October 8, 2021, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/2020-presidential-election-
voting-and-registration-tables-now-available.html. 

44Kevin Schaul, Kate Rabinowitz, and Ted Mellnik. "2020 turnout is the highest in over a 
century." Washington Post 5 (2020). 

45 Fabina, Jacob. "Despite pandemic challenges, 2020 election had largest increase in voting between 
presidential elections on record." US Census Bureau 29 (2021). 
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candidates) in the presidential election continued to decline. In 2016, when the polarization was 

already pronounced, Clinton received 89% of the Democrats' votes, Trump received 9% of the 

Democrats' votes, and Hillary's lead among the Democratic voters was 80%. Meanwhile, Trump 

has an 83 percent lead among Republican voters.46 In the 2020 general election, Biden's lead 

among Democrats was 89 percentage point, while Trump's lead among Republicans was 88 

percentage point. The number of Democrats who voted for The Republican candidate fell by 9 

percentage point, and the number of Republicans who voted for the Democratic candidate fell by 

5 percentage point. Overall, voting patterns in 2020 are more partisan than in 2016. Second, the 

similarity between this presidential election result and the Congressional election results reached 

a record high. Judging from the history of the US. elections, the more obvious the political 

polarization, the more likely voters are to vote a straight-ticket when choosing members of 

Congress, state senators, and presidents.47 The proportion of cross-party votes is becoming lower 

and lower, and the results of presidential elections and congressional elections are becoming 

more and more similar.  

In the general election of 2020, the proportion of cross-party votes supporting the 

presidential-congressional candidates from different parties was only 11%, which was the lowest 

proportion of cross-party votes since 2000. In the 2008 general election, 83 House districts 

supported the Democrats in the presidential election but supported the Republicans in the House 

districts. There were 35 such cross-party vote constituencies in the 2016 general election, and 

 
46 Produced Jon Huang et al., “Election 2016: Exit Polls,” The New York Times (The New York Times, 

November 9, 2016), https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/11/08/us/politics/election-exit-polls.html. 
47 Gary C Jacobson. "The Triumph of polarized partisanship in 2016: Donald Trump's improbable 

victory." Political Science Quarterly 132, no. 1 (2017): 9-41. 
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there were only 17 in the 2020 general election.48 The votes of the two candidates in the popular 

vote were highly similar to candidates in the Senate and House of Representatives. Judging from 

the Senate elections' results, except Maine, all the winners of this Senate election belong to the 

same party as the winner of the state's presidential election. The House of Representatives 

election results were closer to the votes obtained by the two presidential candidates in the House 

of Representatives electoral districts. Judging from the Senate election results, with the exception 

of Maine, all the winners of this Senate election belong to the same party as the winner of the 

state's presidential election. The election results of the House of Representatives are closer to the 

votes of the two presidential candidates in the House of Representatives electoral districts. 

Election analysts of FiveThirtyEight compared the results of the House of 

Representatives elections in 44 states with the results of the two presidential candidates' popular 

votes in these House districts.49 It found that people were more likely to vote based on their party 

identity.  The support rate of the Democratic candidates in the House electoral districts and 

Biden were all less than 5%.50 This shows that the 2020 congressional and presidential elections 

were highly similar in terms of results. 

Judging from the results of the 2020 general election, the voting consistency of most 

partisan voter groups has been solidified, but it remains to be seen as to whether certain 

important voter groups will completely solidify as supporters of a certain party in the future. The 

polarized political environment has made the voting mode of the core voters of the two parties 

 
48 “36 Facts about the 2020 Elections,” Cook Political Report, accessed December 7, 2021, 

https://www.cookpolitical.com/analysis/national/national-politics/36-facts-about-2020-elections. 
49Nathaniel Rakich, Ryan Best, “There Wasn't That Much Split-Ticket Voting in 2020,” FiveThirtyEight 

(FiveThirtyEight, December 2, 2020), https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/there-wasnt-that-much-split-ticket-voting-
in-2020/. 
50 Ibid. 
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more solid. Judging from the exit polls for the 2020 election51, rural voters and white voters with 

no higher education have solidified as core supporters of the Republican Party. Voters in large 

cities, highly educated voters, and African-American voters have solidified as core supporters of 

the Democratic Party. Among all voting groups, the voting patterns of Hispanic voters are more 

uncertain. 

Since 2008, rural voter groups have accelerated their leaning towards the Republican 

Party in voting. Between 2008 and 2016, rural voters' support for Republican candidates rose by 

9 percentage points. From 2016 to 2020, rural voters who were farther away from big cities and 

had lower population densities had had more stable support for the Republican Party. In 2016, 

Hillary Clinton received less than 30% of the votes in rural counties with a population of less 

than 20,000. In 2020, Biden also received only 30% of the votes in 1,100 rural counties with low 

population density (less than 100 residents per square mile). Hillary Clinton won 25% of rural 

voters' votes in 2016, and Biden also received 25% of rural voters' votes in 2020 (Kurtzleben, 

2016). This shows that rural areas in the United States have solidified into a stable political base 

for the Republican Party and Trump in the past four years. 

Compared with the gradual solidification of support for the Republican Party by rural 

voters in the recent two general elections, the solidification support model for the Democratic 

Party by urban voters emerged earlier. In the past four presidential elections, voters in big cities 

have always maintained a high percentage of support for the Democratic Party, which were 63% 

 
51 “Exit Poll Results and Analysis for the 2020 Presidential Election,” The Washington Post (WP 

Company, November 7, 2020), https://www.washingtonpost.com/elections/interactive/2020/exit-polls/presidential-
election-exit-polls/. 
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(2008), 62% (2012), 59% (2016)52 and 60% (2020)53. The greater the population density of a 

city, the more obvious its voters' support for the Democratic Party. In large cities with more than 

5,000 people per square mile, voters' support for Democratic Party candidates has stabilized at 

over 68% in 2016 and 2020 (Kopf, 2020). Therefore, judging from the 2020 election data, the 

election model of rural voters supporting the Republican Party and urban voters supporting the 

Democratic Party has been very stable. 

In this general election, the characteristics of the voting patterns of Hispanic voters are 

worth noting, since they are the only voter group, whose voting patterns are not solidified. 

Hispanic voters with 32 million votes had a more complicated support model for the two parties 

in this election. Judging from the changes in the election results in 2016 and 2020, as a 

“minority” voter bloc in the traditional sense, Hispanics, who have surpassed African-American 

voters in the number of voters, have not shown an overwhelming tendency to support the 

Democratic Party as expected from minority voting group. 

Demographic Trends 

Existing studies have shown that voters' party identity usually remains stable for a long 

period and drives most of the voters' core political decisions5455.  In the past few decades, 

changes in the American population, such as the aging of the American population, racial 

diversity, increased education, and differences in geographic distribution, have profoundly 

 
52Danielle Kurtzleben. "Rural voters played a big part in helping Trump defeat Clinton." National Public 

Radio (2016). 
53 “National Results 2020 President Exit Polls.,” CNN (Cable News Network), accessed December 7, 

2021, https://edition.cnn.com/election/2020/exit-polls/president/national-results. 
54Jacques Thomassen, and Martin Rosema. "Party identification revisited." Political parties and 

partisanship: Social identity and individual attitudes (2009): 42-59. 
55Angus Campbell, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller, and Donald E. Stokes. The american voter. 

(University of Chicago Press, 1980), 120-145 
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affected the voter base, policy positions, and election results of the two parties in the United 

States. 

For the party identity of minority voters, ethnic identity is usually more important than 

ideology and policy stance.56 Among Black Democrats, 25% consider themselves conservative, 

43% consider themselves moderate, and only 29% consider themselves liberal. Among the 

Hispanic Democrats, 22% consider themselves conservative, 38% consider themselves moderate, 

and only 37% consider themselves liberal. Although there are significant ideological differences 

within minorities, social pressure from other people in the same ethnic group makes them stable 

Democrats57. Under the general trend that ethnic identity correlates with party identity, only two 

minority ethnic subgroups are notable exceptions. The anti-communist ideology of Cuban and 

Vietnamese descent has kept them more inclined to the Republican Party. Many Cubans live in 

the Miami area of Florida, giving them a political influence that significantly exceeds the size of 

their population58. 

 The aging of American voters and the liberalization of young voters, these two trends 

have made the two parties have their own gains and losses from the changes in the age structure 

of voters. As the population ages, the proportion of young voters among American voters 

continues to decline, while the proportion of older voters gradually rises. In 1996, voters between 

the ages of 18 and 50 accounted for 58% of the total number of voters, and those over the age of 

50 accounted for 40%. In 2019, the proportion of the former group decreased to 48%, and the 

 
56 Jacques Thomassen, and Martin Rosema. "Party identification revisited." Political parties and 

partisanship: Social identity and individual attitudes (2009): 42-59. 
57 Ismail K. White, and Chryl N. Laird. Steadfast Democrats: How Social Forces Shape Black Political 

Behavior (Princeton University Press, 2020), 197 
58 Jens Manuel Krogstad, “Most Cuban American Voters Identify as Republican in 2020,” Pew Research 

Center (Pew Research Center, April 28, 2021), https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/10/02/most-cuban-
american-voters-identify-as-republican-in-2020/. 
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latter group increased to 52%. Young voters generally lean toward the Democratic Party, while 

older voters generally lean toward the Republican Party. 59% of millennial voters consider 

themselves Democrats. Generation Z (people born between 1997 to 2012), who has just reached 

the electoral threshold, may be more inclined to Democrats than in the millennial era. In contrast, 

46% of the voters of the baby boom generation (people born between 1946 to 1964) consider 

themselves Republicans, and 52% of the older "silent generation"(people born between 1928 to 

1945) consider themselves Republicans.  

The geographical distribution of the population makes the two parties show significant 

urban-rural differences. Urban voters are increasingly supporting the Democratic Party, and its 

proportion has risen from 53% to 62% in the past two decades. The voters in the suburbs support 

the two parties basically half and half, each accounting for about 45%.59 In recent years, with the 

ethnic diversity of suburban residents and college-educated whites approaching the Democratic 

Party, the Democratic Party has begun to gain greater momentum in the suburbs. Rural voters are 

increasingly inclined to support the Republican Party, and its proportion has risen from 45% to 

58% in the past 20 years. 

The urban population in the United States is increasing, and the rural population is 

decreasing. The overall trend is more beneficial to the Democratic Party. The proportion of 

ethnic minorities and young people in the southern and western states is higher, coupled with the 

rapid increase in urban populations in these areas, is making it increasingly possible for the 

Democratic Party to overturn the traditional "sun belt state." However, the institutional 

advantage enjoyed by the Republican Party has severely weakened the urbanization advantage 

 
59“1. Democratic Edge in Party Identification Narrows Slightly,” Pew Research Center - U.S. Politics & 

Policy (Pew Research Center, March 25, 2021), https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2020/06/02/democratic-edge-
in-party-identification-narrows-slightly/. 
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enjoyed by the Democratic Party. The Senate with its equal representation regardless of state 

size, the electoral college system, and the winner-takes-all rule all give rural and small states 

more political power than their population. The Democratic Party has overwhelming power in 

relatively few districts, while the Republican Party has enough power to elect representatives in 

more districts.60 

The increase in the education level of voters has changed the voter base of the two 

parties. In the past 30 years, the more highly educated voters are, the more they are inclined to 

support the Democratic Party. In 1994, 42% of college-educated voters agreed with the 

Democratic Party, which rose to 57% in 2019, while the proportion of voters who agreed with 

the Republican Party dropped from 50% to 37%. Among voters without a college degree, the 

proportion of voters who identify with the Democratic Party is gradually declining, and the 

proportion of voters who identify with the Republican Party has risen significantly. In 2019, it 

was 44% and 48%, respectively. The party identity of minority voters mainly depends on ethnic 

identity, while the party identity of white voters increasingly depends on the level of education. 

The advantage of the Republican Party among white voters without a college degree is 

particularly obvious. In 1994, the advantage was only 10%, and by 2019 it increased to 24%. But 

college-educated white voters are gradually moving closer to the Democratic Party. By 2019, the 

Democratic Party had a 12% advantage. The educational level of registered voters in the United 

States has changed significantly. The proportion of voters with a college degree increased from 

24% in 1994 to 35% in 2019, while the proportion of voters without a college degree dropped 

 
60Jonathan A. Rodden. Why cities lose: The deep roots of the urban-rural political divide. (Hachette UK, 

2019), 166 
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from 48% to 33%. Overall, as the education level of American voters increases, the Democratic 

Party has gained a greater advantage. 

To sum up, demographic changes in the United States over the past three decades have 

caused shifts in the voter bases of both parties. Both parties have gains and losses from 

demographic change. The growth of minority voters, urban voters, and more educated voters all 

favor Democrats, while an aging population, non-college-educated white voters, and a shift in 

party identification among rural voters all favor Republicans. As a result, the Democratic Party is 

increasingly an electoral coalition of minorities, young people, urban residents, and college-

educated whites, while the Republican Party increasingly relies on an electoral coalition of older, 

rural, non-college-educated whites. Overall, demographic shifts favor Democrats, enabling them 

to win a popular vote majority in seven of the last eight presidential elections, but Republicans 

enjoy an institutional advantage that often gives them power over their numbers. The electoral 

alliances of both parties have their strengths and weaknesses. As a result, presidential candidates 

can only achieve temporary and fragile victories, and pre-election polls struggle to get correct 

predictions. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the 2020 election is complicated compared to other US general elections over the 

past 30 years. The COVID-19 pandemic made people choose between health and economy. 

Some people may have made an unexpected choice in the election due to the economic situation 

during the pandemic. Older people who supported Biden because of COVID-19’s health 

consequences may have turned to Trump due to the economic calculation before the election. 

The polarization of American politics and the "Black Lives Matter" campaign had greatly 

increased the voting rate in the United States. A large number of voters who did not vote in 2016 
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voted in the 2020 election, which increased the difficulty of obtaining representative samples. On 

the other hand, Trump also encouraged extremist.61 As a result, extremists were more willingly 

to express their political preference in public.62  
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CHAPTER 3: THE CAUSES OF 2020 POLLING ERROR 

Polling Error in 2020 Election 

In 2016, the FiveThirtyEight national poll at the last moments before the election showed 

that Hillary Clinton's support rate was 3.9 percentage points ahead of Donald Trump's, making it 

45.7% to 41.8%. Clinton and Trump received 48.18% and 46.09% in the popular vote 

respectively, and Clinton led by 2.09%, which was not much different from the poll forecast. 

However, due to the special electoral college system in the United States Donald Trump won the 

2016 presidential election, which was a different outcome from the prediction of most of the 

polls. 

However, in 2020, Joe Biden got 81,268,924 popular votes (51.3%) and Donald Trump 

got 74,216,154 (46.9%). According to the comprehensive poll data of the election forecasting 

agency FiveThirtyEight on November 2, Biden led Trump with a 53.4% to 45.4% advantage 

nationwide. Biden was ahead of Trump in national opinion polls for several months with a huge 

lead. Although the actual lead was only 4.4%, far from the 8.4% lead predicted by the polls 

before the election, the polls successfully predicted the winner. 

From Figure 1, we find that pre-election polls exaggerated Biden's lead or underestimated 

Trump's support rate in most of the states. Some of the biggest polling errors appear in deep-red 

states, like North Dakota (11.8 percentage point), South Dakota (9.2 percentage point), and 

Wyoming (8.4 percentage point), and battleground states like Ohio (7.5 percentage point) and 

Wisconsin (7.6 percentage point).  
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Figure 1.  Poll error of 2016 and 2020 presidential election in favor of Biden based on 

election result6364 and the final forecast of Fivethirtyeight6566 
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65 Nate Silver, “2016 Election Forecast,” FiveThirtyEight, November 8, 2016, 

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2016-election-forecast/. 
66FiveThirtyEight, “2020 Election Forecast,” FiveThirtyEight, November 3, 2020, 

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2020-election-forecast/. 
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Late Decider 

Late Decider is one of the possible explanations for poll error in 2020, like what 

happened in the 1948 election. The "late decider" hypothesis believes that the large errors in the 

polls are due to the large number of voters who make decisions at the last moments of voting in 

the election, which makes the pre-election polls unable to capture the complete preferences of 

voters effectively.  

The 1948 Gallup election poll is a good example of the polling error caused by late 

deciders. Since George Gallup stopped polling two weeks before the election, he failed to catch 

the late swing of voters. 

 Because of the 1948 failure, pollsters today usually continue doing polls until the last 

week before the election. “Late deciders” is one of the explanations for the polling error of the 

2016 election. The American Association for Public Opinion Research report pointed out that 

voters' preferences for Trump underwent significant changes in the last week or so of the election 

campaign, especially in states where Trump won by a narrow margin (Kennedy et al., 2018). The 

report believes that many voters in Midwestern states made their decisions at the last minute 

before the election, which made the predictions based on the mid-October 2016 polls wrong. 

However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many people chose to use mail-in ballots or 

vote early. Based on a Pew Research Center report,67 73 percent of Americans voted before 

election day. As a result, the exit poll of CNN68 shows only 5% of people made their decision 

 
67 “The 2020 Voting Experience: Coronavirus, Mail Concerns Factored into Deciding How to Vote,” Pew 

Research Center - U.S. Politics & Policy (Pew Research Center, December 5, 2020), 
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68 “National Results 2020 President Exit Polls.,” CNN (Cable News Network), accessed December 7, 2021, 
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during the last week before the election or at the final moment, while 13% of voters made their 

decision during the last week in 2016.69 

However, the hypothesis of the "late decider" does not provide a sufficient explanation 

for the inaccuracy of the 2020 polls. The research of Wlezien and Erikson70 on previous elections 

shows that the polls 3 to 4 weeks before the election fully reflected the final voting trend. The 

research of Shirani-Mehr et al.71also shows that the error of the polls tends to stabilize in the last 

few weeks before the election. There is almost no difference in the mean variance in the polling 

percentages between the month before the election and the week before the election.  

The Shy Voter 

The “Shy Voter” hypothesis holds that voters, under the influence of particular 

circumstances and factors, choose to hide their valid preferences from the polling agency, thus 

causing polling bias. The shy Trump voter is one of the explanations for the 2016 election poll 

error. After the 2016 election, many authoritative research institutions, including the Gallup 

organization and the Pew Research Center, used post-election return visits or experimental 

investigations to detect a certain number of "shy voters." Related research points out that 

Trump's highly controversial nature makes his supporters unwilling to disclose their true 

preferences to polling agencies. Thus, it is impossible to accurately capture voters' true voting 
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34 

intentions, which causes the polls to systematically underestimate Trump's actual approval 

rating, leading to the prediction's failure.72 

The "Shy Voter" hypothesis is based on the social desirability bias mechanism of 

psychology. Social desirability bias refers to respondents who hide their true preferences to cater 

to social expectations or due to external pressures and give answers that conform to "political 

correctness".73 In the election, the controversial words and deeds of the candidates are the 

triggers of the deviation of social expectations, leading to the hidden preferences of their 

supporters and causing inaccurate polling.74 In the 2020 general election, Trump, as a non-

traditional candidate, made a lot of highly controversial remarks during the campaign and had 

relatively extreme positions and propositions on a series of major issues. Including a total ban on 

the entry of Muslims, attacks on Mexican immigrants, etc., these are not in line with the 

expectations of mainstream public opinion. In a large number of negative reports in the media, 

Trump has been linked to negative labels such as racial discrimination and religious 

discrimination. The "shy voters" hypothesis believes that due to group pressure and fear of being 

labeled negatively. Trump supporters deliberately hide their support for Trump when interviewed 

by pollsters. However, when they can freely express their true preferences in an anonymous 

voting environment, they vote for Trump, resulting in Trump's actual vote rate being higher than 

pre-election polls. 

 
72 Tom Switzer, “Editors' Picks for 2016: 'the Donald and the Shy Trump Voter',” The Strategist, December 

19, 2016, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/editors-picks-2016-donald-shy-trump-voter/. 
73Maryon F. King, and Gordon C. Bruner. "Social desirability bias: A neglected aspect of validity 

testing." Psychology & Marketing 17, no. 2 (2000): 79-103. 
74 Richard J. Powell, "Social desirability bias in polling on same-sex marriage ballot measures." American 

Politics Research 41, no. 6 (2013): 1052-1070. 
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It can be seen from the above deduction that the social desirability bias mechanism and 

the group pressure mechanism are key mechanisms that induce voters to hide their voting 

preferences in the polls. Individuals choose to abide by ingroup norms in order to avoid being 

crowded out by surrounding groups, and selectively modify their own external behaviors, 

attitudes, and tendencies. They still insist on expressing their true preferences in a private, 

anonymous, and safe environment.75  

The challenge for verify “Shy Voter” hypothesis is that if shy voters lie in an election 

poll, there is no guarantee they will admit it in a questionnaire after the election. Therefore, 

exploring whether the misalignment of polls is affected by the "Shy Voter" effect, we should rely 

on non-opinion indicators like voter group attributes, economic and social variables, etc.  

By clarifying the shy voter hypothesis's internal logic and mechanism, this paper verifies 

the logical deduction of the hypothesis from the national level rather than the individual level by 

using relatively objective voter demographic data and economic and social statistics data.  

In the 2020 US general election, according to the logical deduction of the "Shy Voter" 

hypothesis, in a certain area, when there are many objectors of Trump around, Trump supporters 

will face obvious group pressure and burden of social expectations and show a defensive posture 

in daily interactions and in the face of public opinion surveys, and tends to cover up his true 

preferences, leading to the polls underestimating Trump’s actual approval rate. On the contrary, 

when there are more people around who support Trump, the group pressure will be relatively 

reduced, so it will be easier for Trump supporters to express their true preferences, and the polls 

 
75Robert J. Fisher "Social desirability bias and the validity of indirect questioning." Journal of 

consumer research 20, no. 2 (1993): 303-315. 
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in the region will become more accurate. Based on this reasoning, Trump’s actual approval rate 

in a region should be negatively correlated with the polling error in that region.  

Studies advocating the "Shy Voter" hypothesis generally believe that the highly educated 

group among Trump supporters was more inclined to hide their true preferences in the polls than 

the lower educated group.76 These studies still rely on the explanation mechanism of social 

expectations and group pressure. Because fewer voters support Trump in the more educated 

communities,77 Trump supporters in the highly educated community will face greater group 

pressure and the burden of social expectations. 

To avoid being labeled with negative social labels, these Trump supporters living in 

highly educated communities will be more sensitive and more inclined to hide their preferences 

in their daily interactions and during poll interviews. Polls are more likely to underestimate 

Trump's actual support rate in this group. On the contrary, if you are in a community with a 

lower level of education, the group pressure and social expectations burden faced by Trump 

supporters is relatively small.78 As a result, there are fewer concerns when taking public opinion 

surveys, and it is easier for them to express their true voting preferences. According to the 

deduction of the "Shy Voter" hypothesis, Trump's underestimation in a region should be 

positively correlated with the proportion of the region's population with a college degree or 

above. 

 

 

 
76 Peter K. Enns, Julius Lagodny, and Jonathon P. Schuldt. "Understanding the 2016 US presidential polls: 

The importance of hidden trump supporters." Statistics, Politics and Policy 8, no. 1 (2017): 41-63. 
77 Nate Silver. "Education, not income, predicted who would vote for Trump." Five Thirty Eight 22 (2016). 
78 Alec Tyson, and Shiva Maniam. "Behind Trump’s victory: Divisions by race, gender, education." Pew 

Research Center 9 (2016). 
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1. Method 

I will examine the transmission effectiveness of these mechanisms from two aspects: 1. 

Shy Trump voters in deep blue states. 2. Shy Trump voters with high education.  

I used regression analysis to find out the relationship between Trump support rate and 

poll error and the relationship between proportion of people with college degree or above. To 

rule out the confounding variables, I also add variables that could influence Trump support rate 

or the poll error into the regression, which include the proportion of the elderly population, 

unemployment rate, median household income, turnout rate, and white proportion.  

The demographic data is collected from United States Census Bureau website79 and the 

poll error is calculated used data from Fivethirtyeight forecast80 and the election result.81 

2. Shy Trump Voters in Deep Blue States 

By regressing Trump's actual approval rate in each state (the size of the popular votes) and 

the polling error (underestimation of Trump support rate) before the election, I found that the two 

factors showed a significant positive correlation (R2 = 0.300, p <0.01). 

The result shows that the higher Trump's actual support rate in a state, the greater the 

underestimation error of his polls. This result is exactly the opposite of the reasoning of the "Shy 

Voter" hypothesis. To rule out the influence of potential confounding variables, I also add serval 

variables that may influence Trump’s support rate to the regression model like the proportion of 

the elderly population, unemployment rate, median household income, turnout rate, and white 

 
79 “U.S. Census Bureau Quickfacts: United States,” 2021, 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045219. 
80 “2020 Election Forecast: Fivethirtyeight - Projects.fivethirtyeight.com,” Last.fm, accessed December 7, 

2021, https://www.last.fm/music/projects.fivethirtyeight.com/_/2020+Election+Forecast+%7C+FiveThirtyEight. 
81 “2020 Presidential Election Results,” CNN (Cable News Network, 2020), 

https://edition.cnn.com/election/2020/results/president. 
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proportion. And the regression model shows that the positive correlation between polling error 

and Trump support rate is still positive and significant (R2 = 0. 397, p <0. 01), which further 

shows that Trump supporters did not hide their voting preferences because of group pressure 

from the surrounding social environment, since they tend to hide their voting presentences in 

environment with low group pressure. 

 

 

Figure 2.  The relationship between Trump's support rate82 in each state and poll 

error (underestimation of Trump's popular vote using data from Fivethirtyeight forecast83) 

The test results show that the "shy voters" hypothesis has certain loopholes in explaining 

the poll error in 2020 pre-election poll.  

 

 
82 “2020 Presidential Election Results,” CNN (Cable News Network, 2020), 

https://edition.cnn.com/election/2020/results/president. 
83 “2020 Election Forecast: Fivethirtyeight - Projects.fivethirtyeight.com,” Last.fm, accessed December 7, 

2021, https://www.last.fm/music/projects.fivethirtyeight.com/_/2020+Election+Forecast+%7C+FiveThirtyEight. 
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3. Shy Trump Voters with High Education 

The result of regression analysis on the proportion of the population with a college degree 

or above in each state of the United States and polling error (underestimation of Trump support 

rate) shows that the proportion of the population with college degree or above and polling error 

are negatively correlated (R2 = 0. 196, p <0. 001). The coefficient is statistically significant. 

 

Figure 3.  The relationship between the proportion of the population with a college 

degree or above in each state and poll error (underestimation of Trump's popular vote) 

After controlling for confounding variable like the elderly population, unemployment 

rate, median household income, turnout rate, and white proportion in each state, the regression 

model shows that the negative correlation between polling error and the proportion of college 

education is still strong (R2 = 0. 366, p =0. 002). This result again contradicts the derivation of 

"shy voters." 

 Therefore, there is not enough evidence to show that Trump supporters living in the 

highly educated communities are more inclined to hide their preferences. The test measures the 

relationship between the rate of higher education holders and the underestimation of polls on a 
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state basis. However, the distribution of voters with different academic qualifications within a 

state may be uneven, so this test also has certain limitations. At present, most of the polls are 

concentrated at the state level. Judging from the results at the state level, it does not support the 

"shy voter" hypothesis. 

4. Shy Trump Voters in Elections for Congress 

The "shy voter" hypothesis explains the misalignment of American voters based on 

Trump's highly controversial nature. The presupposition is that the more controversial the 

candidate, the more obvious the tendency of voters to hide their preferences. According to the 

reverse deduction of this hypothesis, the polls should be more accurate for less controversial 

candidates. However, I analyzed the pre-election polls of the relatively less controversial 

Republican senator candidates and found that the actual situation is not the case. 

 I counted the underestimation of the polls for all Republican nominees in the 2020 US 

Senate reelection (Table. 1). Among the 33 states with polling data, 27 states underestimated the 

votes of Republican nominees, of which 20 nominees. The underestimation is as high as 5% or 

more. In the 2020 election, most Republican senator candidates belong to the mainstream 

establishment of the party and do not have the controversy of Trump. However, the pre-election 

polls still underestimated their actual support rate. Take Maine as an example. As a moderate 

Republican senator, Senator Susan Collins’ voter support is still significantly underestimated by 

11.1% in pre-election polls. Other polls about several senior senators are underestimated. This 

shows that the polls' underestimation of Trump's approval rate is not directly due to the 

phenomenon of "shy voters" brought about by his highly controversial nature but is affected by 

the systematic underestimation of Republican candidates in the overall polls in the 2020 general 
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election. The "shy voter" hypothesis cannot fully explain the inaccuracy of polls in the 2020 

general election. 

Table 1. Poll error underestimate Republican (percentage) by state based on election 

result84 and Fivethirtyeight forecast85 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, the "shy voter" hypothesis is widely used by the media to explain polling error. 

According to this hypothesis, controversial candidates trigger social desirability bias and group 

pressure mechanisms, making their supporters tend to hide their real preferences in the polls, 

which leads to polling bias. Specifically, in the 2020 US election, Trump was a highly 

 
84 “2020 Senate Election Results,” CNN (Cable News Network, 2020), 

https://edition.cnn.com/election/2020/results/senate. 
85 Nate Silver, “2020 Senate Election Forecast,” FiveThirtyEight, November 3, 2020, 

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2020-election-forecast/senate/. 

Republican senate 
nominee by state 

Poll Error 
underestimate 
Republican 
(percentage) 

Republican senate 
nominee by state 

Poll Error 
underestimate 
Republican 
(percentage) 

Wyoming 16.2 Illinois 6.0 
Maine 14.6 Minnesota 5.7 
Michigan 13.3 Texas 5.6 
West Virginia 13.3 Idaho 4.4 
Oklahoma 11.1 Virginia 4.0 
Montana 11.0 Rhode Island 3.9 
Alaska 9.7 North Carolina 3.8 
Alabama 8.4 South Dakota 3.8 
Louisiana 8.4 Mississippi 2.0 
Nebraska 8.3 New Mexico 1.9 
South Carolina 8.3 New Hampshire -0.6 
Iowa 7.6 Colorado -1.3 
Delaware 7.5 Massachusetts -2.2 
Kansas 7.4 Georgia -3.2 
Tennessee 7.0 Oregon -7.6 
New Jersey 6.7 Arkansas -9.6 
Arizona 6.6   
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controversial and non-traditional candidate, and his supporters choose to hide their voting 

preferences in order to avoid being tagged with negative social labels, which leads to the poll 

underestimating Trump's actual support rate. After testing this hypothesis from three aspects, I 

found that :1) There is a significant positive correlation between Trump support in each state and 

poll underestimation. It indicates that voters do not have hidden voting preferences due to the 

increase of group pressure (low approval rate of Trump). 2) The proportion of people with 

college or higher education in each state is significantly and negatively correlated with the 

underestimation of polls. It shows that voters do not hide their voting preferences because of the 

increase in social expectations and group pressure (among highly educated people). 3) There is 

also a widespread underestimation of the vote share of the less controversial Republican 

establishment candidates in the 2016 Senate reelection, which suggests that Trump's 

underestimation of support is not unique. And it is not the phenomenon of "shy voters'' caused by 

highly controversial candidates. 

Non-response Bias 

Another alternative explanation for the generation of polling bias is "non-response bias". 

The hypothesis believes respondents' high "nonresponse rate" is the key cause of inaccurate 

polls. Like what happened in 1936 Literary Digest poll, people in different demographic groups 

may be less likely to answer a survey. When those demographic groups are mostly supporter of 

the same candidate, poll error would appear.  In the case of 2016 poll error, American 

Association of Public Opinion Researchers (AAPOR) report86 believe the low response rate of 

people without college degree is one of the cause of 2016 poll errors.  

 
86 Courtney Kennedy et al., “An Evaluation of 2016 Election Polls in the U.S.,” AAPOR, 2016, 

https://www.aapor.org/Education-Resources/Reports/An-Evaluation-of-2016-Election-Polls-in-the-U-S.aspx. 
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However, according to the AAPOR report87 of 2020 election poll, pollsters learned from 

the mistakes of the 2016 election and paid attention to education level when conducting polls. In 

the final two weeks of the 2020 election, 92% of state-level presidential polls, which provided 

information on the statistical adjustments accounting for coverage and nonresponse issues, 

accounted for education level. However, their effort hardly worked in 2020 pre-election poll, 

since there is still a negative correlation between education level and poll error. The method of 

weighting depends on the assumption that respondents of poll mirror those people who don’t 

respond within weighting categories.88 

The cause of 2020 pre-election poll error could be some types of people, like Trump 

supporters, within the lower educated group may be less likely to take a survey, which results in 

a polling error.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 Josh Clinton et al., “Task Force on 2020 Pre-Elec on Polling: An Evaluation of the 2020 General 

Election Polls,” 2020 Pre-Election Polling: An Evaluation of the 2020 General Election Polls, 2021, 
https://www.aapor.org/AAPOR_Main/media/MainSiteFiles/AAPOR-Task-Force-on-2020-Pre-Election-
Polling_Report-FNL.pdf. 

88 Anthony Heath “Discussion on Opinion Polls and General Elections.” Journal of the Royal Statistical 
Society. Series A, Statistics in Society 159, no. 1 (1996): 29–39. 
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION 

 Throughout the history of the development of American polls, every time there are 

obvious errors in the polls, the polling industry tries to draw lessons from the failures and 

improve the polling methods. After experiencing the polling error in 2016, AAPOR summarized 

the two main reasons for the error at that time.89 The first is that the polls ignored the 

respondents’ education level and did not weight them correctly. The second is that many voters 

that did not express their views before the election had sharply turned to support Trump in the 

final stage. 

As mentioned earlier, the 2020 general election had fewer late deciders than the 2016 

general election. At the same time, a large number of pollsters also added the weight of 

education level to the polls. With all the efforts pollsters made, the polling industry almost 

faltered in the same way Trump’s vote rate was underestimated in 2016 and the error was even 

greater. 

The late decider is considered to be one of the reasons that caused 2016 pre-election 

polling error. However, based on the exit poll (Washington Post, 2020), fewer people decided 

their preference in the final week. Thus, the late decider theory can hardly explain the increasing 

polling error.  

The "shy voter" hypothesis is widely used to explain polling miscalculations. According 

to this hypothesis, controversial candidates trigger social desirability bias and group pressure 

mechanisms, making their supporters hide their real preferences in the polls, leading to polling 

bias. Specifically, in the 2020 U.S. election, President Trump was a highly controversial and 

 
89 Courtney Kennedy et al., “An Evaluation of 2016 Election Polls in the U.S.,” AAPOR, 2016, 

https://www.aapor.org/Education-Resources/Reports/An-Evaluation-of-2016-Election-Polls-in-the-U-S.aspx. 
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non-traditional candidate, and his supporters might hide their voting preferences to avoid being 

tagged with negative social labels, which led to the polls underestimating Trump's actual support 

rate. This paper tests this hypothesis from three aspects, and I find that: (1) there is a significant 

positive correlation between Trump support and poll underestimation in each state, indicating 

that voters do not hide their voting preference due to the increase of group pressure (the states 

where Trump support is low). (2) There is a significant negative correlation between the 

proportion of people with a college degree or above and the underestimation of polls in each 

state, indicating that voters do not hide their voting preference because of the increase of social 

expectations and group pressure in the surrounding environment (in the highly educated group). 

(3) There was also a widespread underestimation of the votes of the less controversial moderate 

Republican candidates in the 2020 Senate reelection, suggesting that Trump's underestimation of 

support was not isolated and was not caused by the phenomenon of "shy voters" caused by 

highly controversial candidates. Therefore, "shy voters" do not provide a sufficient explanation 

for polling misalignment in 2020. The real cause of poll error needs to be discovered from other 

aspects. 

From the finding of this paper, we know that, at state level, poll error is positive 

correlated with Trump support rate and negative correlated with proportion of people with a 

college degree or above. In this case, the Trump supporters that polls failed to detect could be 

people with lower education in red state. There is no evidence to rule out the non-response bias 

in 2020 pre-election poll. The biggest challenge for pollsters is unrepresentative samples. Even 

though weighting allows pollsters to estimate opinion of society as a whole from survey of a 

smaller group of people, when Some types of people within demographic groups are less likely 

to take a survey. Pollsters don't have much opinions to solve this issue. In the case of the 2020 



46 

election, the main reason for the poll error is likely to be that low-educated people in red state 

who support Democrats and Biden are more likely to answer the survey, while those who support 

Republicans and Trump tend not to answer survey.  

One thing to point out is that the test method of “Shy Voter” hypothesis has certain 

limitation. The Trump approval rate at state level does not accurately reflect the specific group 

environment that each voter faces.  There could be red electoral districts support the Republican 

Party in the deep blue states. Therefore, the constituency level data could be more helpful. 

However, the poll data at constituency-level is lacking. Thus, the use of state-level support rate 

and poll data for testing reflects the problem on a relatively objective level. The verification 

result contradicts the logic of "Shy Voter" and refutes the hypothesis. 

In conclusion, this study rules out “Late Deciders” and “Shy Voter” hypothesis as the 

cause of 2020 pre-election poll error. To find out the real cause behind 2020 pre-election poll 

error and improve polls in the future, furth study is required and should focus on finding out 

certain types of people with in demographic groups (like race, gender, education level) who has a 

low response rate to election related survey.  
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