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What is election forecasting?
● The business of predicting the outcome of an election

○ Binary outcome or vote share

● Built on statistical modelling, taking into account a variety of different 
factors

● Modern election forecasting is relatively young



● Goal: to better understand presidential election 
forecasting and how people interact with it

More open ended questions:

● How is election forecasting different from other 
applications of statistics?

● How are the models built? Can we really trust them?
● Is the information we get from the models really 

meaningful?

Motivation: Should we be forecasting elections?



Overview of a Model
● Lots of different approaches to modelling
● Usually balances polling with fundamentals to 

predict vote share
● Polling: Surveys that attempt to capture 

information about a population within predictable 
margins of error

● Fundamentals: Non-polling factors
○ State of the economy, unemployment, demographics, 

incumbency, etc



Example: The Economist Model
● Really complex and not everything is transparent!
● Balances polling averages and aggregation with a wide range of 

fundamental factors
● Adjusts relative weight of factors as it gets closer to the election date



https://projects.economist.com/us-2020-forecast/president
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This all seems pretty reasonable... right?
● The Economist, FiveThirtyEight, 

and other popular models 
operate relatively similarly

● Balances a lot of different kinds of 
information

● Attempts to address overfitting 
and uses resampling techniques

● Simulates multiple different 
possible outcomes
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Let’s be critical!



● As with any kind of model building, tuning 
different factors is hard!

● Lots of arbitrary decisions that we’re not sure 
make sense

● What factors are these models choosing to 
consider?
○ FiveThirtyEight model measures a “news volume index,” 

the length of newspaper headlines
○ Don’t account for special circumstances like Covid
○ Both models include a “polarity index”?

● Are these factors really predictive of human 
behavior?

Questions about fundamentals



Polling, polling, polling!
● Polling has changed!
● More difficult than to get a representative sample 

these days
○ Death of landlines/answering random numbers
○ Voluntary surveys are prone to bias

● Use weighting to address these issues



Polling, polling, polling!
● Polling has changed!
● More difficult than to get a representative sample 

these days
○ Death of landlines/answering random numbers
○ Voluntary surveys are prone to bias

● Use weighting to address these issues
● ... but that introduces its own problems

○ What groups do you weight by? (2016 election)
○ Can disproportionally amplify individuals who are not 

representative of their groups

● Is it even effective to use widespread polling in this 
way?



Widespread polling aggregation (FiveThirtyEight)



“Accurate”?
● There’s only one 2020 election
● How can we evaluate whether a given election forecast is effective?
● Considering sample size, does evaluating accuracy even make sense?
● How do different incentives influence how forecasts present themselves?

○ News organization incentives, competing forecasts



So what do we make of it?
● Election forecasting isn’t going away anytime 

soon! People want it, so it’s here!
● Approach it with uncertainty! There are a lot 

of good reasons to be skeptical and ask 
questions

● Your individual political contributions matter! 
Your community matters! Participate! Vote!



Sources
● https://projects.economist.com/us-2020-forecast/president/how-this-wor

ks 
● https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics

/article/political-economy-model-a-blue-wave-forecast-for-2020/5D1FDCC
27BA1FB66A915A6F2F5419BCE 

● https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/how-fivethirtyeights-2020-presidential
-forecast-works-and-whats-different-because-of-covid-19/ 

● https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/08/05/key-things-to-know-a
bout-election-polling-in-the-united-states/ 

● http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/research/published/jdm200907b.
pdf 
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Questions?





Example: The Political Economy Model

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/political-economy-model-a-
blue-wave-forecast-for-2020/5D1FDCC27BA1FB66A915A6F2F5419BCE



Example: The Political Economy Model

● Seems very simple, but what can we learn from 
this?

● Relies solely on fundamentals
● Intro-stats level: Regression of two variables!
● Small sample size (18 elections!!)

○ Correctly predicts winner for 15/18

● A little silly :(




