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2018 State Legislative Election Forecasts

Carl E. Klarner, Klarnerpolitics

uch is at stake in the 2018 state legislative

elections as the Democrats battle to wrest

control of key chambers from the Repub-

licans with an eye towards redistricting

after 2020. Five states clustered around
the Great Lakes—Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio,
and Pennsylvania—as well as North Carolina and Florida—
are of particular note. Collectively they account for 104 US
House seats, and arguably determined the winner of the
2016 presidential election.

These states are ground zero in the “voting wars,” with all
of them among the most extreme state legislative gerryman-
ders in the country,» and Wisconsin the subject of the partisan
gerrymandering case Gill v. Whitford.> Voter identification
requirements, early voting roll back, and voter list purges are
election laws that have been newly implemented in many of
these states.

Are these Republican gerrymanders so extreme that the
Democrats will be shut out of power for another decade?
The forecasts presented here, made on August 27, 2018,
indicate the Democrats’ prospects of winning legislative
control in these states is low, with the exception of Michi-
gan, the North Carolina Senate, and the Minnesota House.
As explained in more detail in this article, the predictions
presented here are in a good position to take partisan gerry-
mandering into account, as they predict election outcomes
at the district level, and therefore take distortions in the
translation of votes into seats into account. Table 1 reports
the predicted change in the percentage of Democrats and
also the probability each chamber will have a Democratic or
Republican majority. Figures 1 and 2 display the predicted
change in the percentage of Democrats by the percentage of
seats they currently hold. The median prediction from the
simulations is that the Democrats will pick up nine cham-
bers in the upcoming election.

The Democrats have essentially no chance of taking the Ohio
Senate or House, or the Pennsylvania Senate. In Wisconsin,
they have just under a 10% chance of winning control of either
chamber. They also have no chance of taking the Minnesota
Senate, since only one of its seats is up this year (to fill a
vacancy). The next tier in regards to Democratic prospects are
in the Florida House and Senate, and the North Carolina and
Pennsylvania Houses, which they have about a one-in-four or
less chance of taking.

The remaining four chambers—the North Carolina Senate,
the Minnesota House, and both chambers of Michigan—
are tossups. The Minnesota House has a 46.3% chance of
flipping, the North Carolina Senate has a 47.0% chance, while
the Michigan Senate has a 43.2% chance, and the Michigan
House has a 61.6% chance.
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Democratic prospects in the Michigan Senate are sur-
prising given they currently only hold 10 out of its 38 seats.
Where will the 10 seats come from in the scenarios in which
they win? The Michigan Senate is unusual in that it has four-
year non-staggered terms, which are all up this year. This
makes state senates much more volatile. For example, figure 1
indicates that the four state senates with the greatest amount
of predicted change have all their seats up. Figure 2 shows the
same predictions for state Houses.

Next, a wave of Republican incumbents initially elected
in 2010—a Republican wave year—are all retiring because of
term limits. Next, a large number of Republican held seats are
within reach for the Democrats there, as illustrated in figure 3.
In 2014, five seats were lost by the Democrats in the 45-50%
range, one with 49.96% of the vote.

Next, the distribution of 2014 votes is almost comical, in that
they are piled around the 40% mark, which is what one would
expect a party to do if they were gerrymandering a map. His-
torically, only one-in-eight seats flip parties if it was won with
between 40 and 45% of the vote for the losing party last time, but
the odds improve for the favored party in midterm years. More
importantly, the number of seats within range of conceivably
flipping is so high that the Democrats only have to win five of
the 18 seats won with between 36 and 44% of the vote last time
to take the Senate, assuming they win the five closest to 50%.

In 2010, Wisconsin and Maine were the first states since
1974 to flip from one trifecta to another—in other words, uni-
fied Democratic control of state government flipped to unified
Republican control. Given that the Michigan gubernatorial
race is considered a close race by many, Michigan might add
to this short list this year.

Also of note is the New York Senate, where a coalition
of eight Democrats and the Republicans have held sway,
although the Independent Democratic Caucus has disbanded
and those senators say they will caucus with the Democrats.
Even if we assume there is a 50% chance they will caucus with
the Republicans, there is a 62.8% chance the Democrats will be
in the majority in the New York Senate.

The model indicates the Iowa House has a 41.3% chance
of going to the Democrats and even indicates they have a
one-in-five chance of taking the Kentucky House.

ACCURACY OF 2010 AND 2014 STATE LEGISLATIVE
FORECASTS

This is the third consecutive midterm for which I have made
state legislative forecasts. No other quantitatively based dis-
trict level forecasts for state legislative elections have been
made, at least publicly.

These models performed well in both 2010 and 2014, although
both forecasts understated the extent of the Republican wave
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in both years. In 2010, the PS forecast made on July 22, 2010
predicted that the Republicans would pick up 11 chambers,
while they actually picked up 21, with 82% of chambers being
correctly called (see Klarner 2010; 2011). A later forecast, made
on September 18 (Klarner 2010b) predicted the Republicans
would gain 15 chambers, and called 89% of them correctly.

In 2014, the Republicans picked up 11 chambers, and the
forecasts called 74 out of 86 chambers correctly (86.0%) (Klarner
2014). Humorously, an error in the simulation code identified
after the election actually made the pre-election forecasts more
accurate—the publicly made forecasts based on the error called

outcomes at the district level. Only regularly scheduled partisan
elections conducted in even-numbered years were included in
the analysis.

Predictor variables appear at three levels: district-election
year, state-election year, and nation-election year.

District predictors include lagged vote share, incumbency,
whether a candidate held office in the other chamber of the
legislature immediately before running, and whether a can-
didate held legislative office in the past, but not the imme-
diate past. Other variables tracking how long incumbents
have been in office were also included. Each independent

In 2010, Wisconsin and Maine were the first states since 1974 to flip from one trifecta to
another—in other words, unified Democratic control of state government flipped to unified
Republican control. Given that the Michigan gubernatorial race is considered a close
race by many, Michigan might add to this short list this year.

91.9% of chambers correctly. This is a noteworthy lesson about
why not much should be inferred about the quality of a model
based on how well it does for one prediction. The mean absolute
value of error in percentage of seats held by the Democrats was
4.14%. A scatterplot of the forecast change in Democratic seats
with the actual change in Democratic seats appears in figure 4,
which depicts the unpublicized and less accurate forecasts.

PREDICTION MODEL

Aspects of the prediction models used in 2010 (Klarner 2010)
that are the same as the current model are as follows. State
legislative elections conducted between 1968 and the present
were used to assess the impact of predictor variables on election

Figure 1
2018 State Senate Forecasts: Predicted

Democratic Seat Gain by Current
Democratic Seats
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variable’s lagged component also appears in the model.
Controls for free-for-all multimember districts being under-
contested and the level of contestation of the prior election
are also included.

State level variables include a state midterm penalty (the
party of the governor tends to lose seats when the governor is
not up for reelection) while change in state real disposable
income was omitted because tests indicated these did not
bring down forecast error.

National level variables intended to capture the national
partisan wave include presidential approval, a national midterm
penalty variable, and change in real disposable income. The spe-
cific way these variables are coded is explained in Klarner (2010).

Figure 2

2018 State House Forecasts: Predicted
Democratic Seat Gain by Current
Democratic Seats
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Table 1
Predicted Probability of Party Control for Chambers after the 2018 Elections

Probability
Democratic Forecast Probability of Probability  of Democratic  Probability of
Percent Before Democratic Democratic  Democratic  Probabilityof of Republican ~ Veto Proof  Republican Veto
State Chamber Election Percent  Percent Gain Control Tied Control Control Majority Proof Majority
Alabama S 235 28.6 5.0 0.1 0.0 99.9 0.1 99.9
Alabama H 30.8 381 7.3 04 0.0 99.7 04 99.7
Alaska S 30.0 30.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 615
Alaska H 447 475 2.8 17.3 164 66.3 0.0 0.4
Arizona S 433 50.0 6.7 50.0 23.0 271 11 0.3
Arizona H 417 517 10.0 59,3} 10.8 29.9 0.3 0.0
Arkansas S 26.5 28.6 21 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Arkansas H 24.2 29.0 4.8 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
California S 64.1 67.5 34 100.0 0.0 0.0 68.9 0.0
California H 68.8 75.0 6.3 100.0 0.0 0.0 98.8 0.0
Colorado S 471 514 4.4 70.7 0.0 294 0.3 0.0
Colorado H 554 58.5 31 94.6 0.0 54 7.3 0.0
Connecticut S 50.0 55.6 56 72.5 114 16.1 9.5 0.1
Connecticut H 53.0 583 5.3 93.8 0.0 6.2 74 0.0
Delaware S 52.4 52.4 0.0 74.8 0.0 25.2 4.0 0.0
Delaware H 61.0 634 24 100.0 0.0 0.0 874 0.0
Florida S 41.0 45.0 4.0 15.2 12.7 721 0.0 0.0
Florida H 35.0 46.7 11.6 26.1 47 69.3 0.0 01
Georgia S 33.9 375 36 0.3 0.6 99.2 0.0 54
Georgia H 356 394 39 0.2 0.1 99.7 0.0 04
Hawaii S 100.0 100.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
Hawaii H 90.2 88.2 -2.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
Idaho S 171 20.0 2.9 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 99.8
Idaho H 15.7 20.0 4.3 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Illinois S 62.7 64.4 17 100.0 0.0 0.0 95.7 0.0
lllinois H 56.9 61.9 5.0 99.9 0.1 0.0 70.0 0.0
Indiana S 18.0 24.0 6.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Indiana H 30.0 35.0 50 0.1 0.0 99.9 0.1 99.9
lowa S 40.8 42.0 1.2 04 2.0 976 0.0 0.2
lowa H 414 49.0 76 413 77 511 0.7 0.0
Kansas* S 225 22.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Kansas H 32.0 384 6.4 04 0.0 99.7 0.0 76
Kentucky S 289 316 2.6 0.0 0.3 99.7 0.0 99.7
Kentucky H 370 45.0 8.0 21.0 4.1 74.8 21.0 74.8
Maine S 48.6 60.0 114 90.7 0.0 94 217 0.0
Maine H 514 60.9 9.5 96.1 0.0 4.0 184 0.0
Maryland S 70.2 68.1 -2.1 100.0 0.0 0.0 976 0.0
Maryland H 64.5 68.1 35 100.0 0.0 0.0 994 0.0
Massachusetts S 816 85.0 34 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
Massachusetts H 775 80.6 31 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
Michigan S 270 50.0 23.0 432 10.8 46.0 45 19
Michigan H 422 51.8 9.6 61.6 6.2 323 11 0.0
Minnesota** S 50.0 49.3 -0.7 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0
Minnesota H 421 50.0 79 46.3 56 48.2 13 0.2
Missouri S 28.1 36.8 8.6 0.7 13 98.0 0.0 271

(continued)
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Table 1 (Continued)

Probability
Democratic Forecast Probability of Probability  of Democratic  Probability of
Percent Before Democratic Democratic  Democratic  Probability of of Republican ~ Veto Proof  Republican Veto
State Chamber Election Percent  Percent Gain Control Tied Control Control Majority Proof Majority
Missouri H 296 36.8 7.3 2.0 0.0 98.0 0.0 214
Montana S 36.0 38.0 2.0 0.0 0.2 99.8 0.0 34
Montana H 41.0 44.0 3.0 58 3.2 91.0 0.0 0.6
Nevada S 55.6 571 16 96.0 0.0 4.0 16 0.0
Nevada H 65.9 66.7 0.8 99.2 0.4 0.4 40.3 0.0
New Hampshire S 417 583 16.7 66.2 147 191 146 14
New Hampshire H 44.3 575 13.2 804 12 184 151 0.0
New Mexico* S 61.9 61.9 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
New Mexico H 55.1 614 6.4 98.9 04 0.7 14.0 0.0
New York S 50.8 52.4 1.6 62.8 0.0 373 0.9 0.1
New York H 717 73.3 1.6 100.0 0.0 0.0 99.6 0.0
North Carolina S 306 50.0 194 470 8.3 44.6 10.2 9.0
North Carolina H 375 45.0 73 22.2 37 74.1 19 23.0
North Dakota S 19.1 2515 6.4 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 931
North Dakota H 13.8 18.1 4.3 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Ohio S 27.3 30.3 30 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 99.2
Ohio H 34.0 394 54 37 0.0 96.3 0.1 53.3
Oklahoma S 17.0 229 5% 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 Ee15
Oklahoma H 28.0 327 4.7 0.3 0.0 99.8 0.0 51.0
Oregon S 56.7 60.0 33 97.0 2.7 0.3 21 0.0
Oregon H 58.3 63.3 5.0 994 0.3 0.3 226 0.0
Pennsylvania S 327 36.0 33 0.2 0.2 99.6 0.0 10.6
Pennsylvania H 404 46.8 6.4 24.2 0.0 75.8 0.0 0.0
Rhode Island S 89.2 89.5 0.3 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
Rhode Island H 85.3 86.7 13 100.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0
South Carolina S 40.0 391 -0.9 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0
South Carolina H 355 371 16 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.9
South Dakota S 176 22.9 5.2 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 957
South Dakota H 145 20.0 55 0.1 0.1 99.9 0.0 94.3
Tennessee S 15.2 18.2 30 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Tennessee H 255 323 6.8 0.3 0.0 99.8 0.3 99.8
Texas S 333 38.7 54 0.7 0.0 99.3 0.0 16
Texas H 372 440 6.8 9.8 2.5 87.8 0.0 0.0
Utah S 17.2 20.7 34 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 99.8
Utah H 176 26.7 91 0.1 0.0 99.9 0.0 87.2
Vermont S 75.0 80.0 50 100.0 0.0 0.0 99.7 0.0
Vermont H 61.0 70.0 95.8 100.0 0.0 0.0 83.2 0.0
Washington S 53.1 55.1 20 97.3 0.0 2.8 0.0 0.0
Washington H 51.0 571 6.1 95.8 19 2.3 31 0.0
West Virginia S 5.3 41.2 59 9.6 10.5 79.9 9.6 79.9
West Virginia H 36.0 53.0 17.0 604 41 B515 60.4 B515
Wisconsin S 455 424 -3.0 8.3 0.0 91.6 0.0 0.1
Wisconsin H 354 424 71 89 0.0 91.1 0.0 0.3
Wyoming S 10.0 133 33 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0
Wyoming H 15.0 18.3 33 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 100.0

Note: *=not up for election in 2018. **=has one seat up for election in 2018 due to a vacancy. Currently Republican controlled.
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Figure 3

2014 Democratic Percent of the Vote in Michigan State Senate
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How the national wave is
modeled has also been markedly
altered. First, congressional vote
intention has been added as a
predictor variable, as the goal
currently is to maximize fore-
cast accuracy. Second, the four
national level predictor varia-
bles have been reduced to just
one variable.

Because the model presented
here is a model of change, lagged
independent variables for all
variables are included, as was
done in prior models.

A hierarchical linear model
is used to estimate the impact
of the predictor variables on

30 40 50 60
dperlag

“Drop-1 analysis” was utilized to assess whether including
predictor variables reduced prediction error. In this context,

election outcomes, and is
reported in table 2. The same
amount of error at higher lev-
els is more damaging to cham-
ber predictions, as district level
predictions cancel out to an extent, so the hierarchical model
allows the magnitude of these different sources of error to be

70 80

District predictors include lagged vote share, incumbency, whether a candidate held
office in the other chamber of the legislature immediately before running, and whether a
candidate held legislative office in the past, but not the immediate past.

“drop-1 analyses” means that the dependent variable (Dem-
ocratic percentage of the vote) was turned to system missing for
each election year in turn, for all state legislative elections in the
country that year, coefficients were estimated using the remaining
years, and forecast error in the omitted biennium was assessed.

When data were missing—most often lagged variables,
missing because of redistricting—Stata’s missing data impu-
tation algorithm was used. Drop-1 analyses indicated that
prediction error goes down when missing data imputation is
used, even for districts that do not have missing lagged values.

Beyond the shared attributes of the 2010 and 2018 models,
numerous improvements have been made (see appendix). As
explained in the appendix, these include interactions for the
type of contest (such as a contest between the same winner
and loser from last time), modeling the declining incumbency
effect, and the addition of “supplemental” lagged variables,
such as lagged values from the other chamber of the legislature
when there are identical districts.

Perhaps the most noteworthy published finding about
state legislative elections to date is the interaction between
how much is spent on the state legislature and the electoral
boost that incumbents get (Berry, Berkman, and Schneiderman
2000). However, analyses indicated that including this inter-
action did not reduce prediction error, and so was removed
from the model.

computed. The findings of the model were largely consistent
with theoretical expectations.

Figure 4
2014 Forecasts Actual vs. Predicted
Democratic Seat Loss
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Table 2
Determinants of Democratic Vote Percentage in State Legislative Elections, 1968—2016

Variable Description Coefficient Standard Error P-Value
Lagged Dem Vote % 0.67 0.01 0.00
Contestedness 30.18 0.33 0.00
Contestedness, Lagged -20.90 0.44 0.00
Incumbency * Contestedness, Lagged -0.52 0.24 0.03
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1968-1980) 431 0.19 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1982-1994) 5.22 0.18 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1996-2006) 5.38 0.18 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (2008-2016) 4.54 0.18 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1968-1980), Lagged -0.83 0.14 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1982-1994), Lagged -1.56 0.14 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (1996-2006), Lagged -1.34 0.13 0.00
Incumbency * Period Dummy (2008-2016), Lagged -0.69 0.15 0.00
Incumbent, Served 4-7 Years -0.30 0.13 0.03
Incumbent, Served 8+ Years -0.53 0.16 0.00
Candidate from Other Chamber 5.07 0.17 0.00
Candidate from Other Chamber, Lagged -0.60 0.21 0.01
Candidate from Other Chamber, Lagged, Unopposed -0.24 0.70 0.73
Candidate Legislator in Past 246 0.15 0.00
Candidate Legislator in Past, Lagged -1.19 0.16 0.00
Candidate Legislator in Past, Lagged, Uncontested -1.26 0.74 0.09
Major Party Switcher 163 0.79 0.04
Major Party Winner Switcher 577 0.95 0.00
Stealth Partisan -0.70 0.67 0.30
Senate Dummy -0.02 0.09 0.84
Wave 3.87 0.30 0.00
Wave, Lagged -2.39 0.12 0.00
Gubernatorial Midterm Penalty 0.32 0.10 0.00
Gubernatorial Midterm Penalty, Lagged -0.03 0.07 0.69
Repeat Contest, Dummy -13.64 0.74 0.00
Repeat Contest, Directional -2.78 0.22 0.00
Repeat Contest * Prior Dem Vote % 0.26 0.01 0.00
Repeat Contest * Lagged Incumbency 0.00 0.21 0.99
Repeat Winner, Dummy -6.13 0.50 0.00
Repeat Winner, Directional -0.59 0.18 0.00
Repeat Winner * Lagged Dem Vote Share 0.11 0.01 0.00
Repeat Winner * Lagged Incumbency -0.14 0.16 0.38
Repeat Loser, Dummy -14.85 1.33 0.00
Repeat Loser, Directional -2.25 0.37 0.00
Repeat Loser * Lagged Dem Vote Share 0.29 0.03 0.00
Repeat Loser * Lagged Incumbency 0.62 0.37 0.10
Dummy: Alternative Vote Possible -8.57 0.62 0.00
Alternate Lagged Vote * Lagged Dem Vote % 0.17 0.01 0.00
Alternate Lagged Vote * Contestedness -7.20 0.78 0.00
(continued)
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Table 2 (Continued)

Variable Description Coefficient Standard Error P-Value
Alternate Lagged Incumbency 0.15 0.62 0.81
Alternate Lagged Incumbency * Contestedness -1.46 0.63 0.02
Alternate Lagged Candidate from Other Chamber -2.16 114 0.06
Alternate Lagged Candidate from Other Chamber * Contestedness 0.77 1.22 0.53
Alternate Lagged Legislator in Past -0.76 1.89 0.69
Alternate Lagged Legislator in Past * Contestedness 0.35 1.94 0.86
Constant 17.16 0.46 0.00
Year Error Term (from model) 0.81 0.14 112
State-Year Error Term (from model) 2.09 0.06 2.20
District-Year Error Term (from model) 7.33 0.02 7.37
N 82,044

Year Error Term (from drop-1 analyses) 1.05

State-Year Error Term (from drop-1 analyses) 2.63

District-Year Error Term (from drop-1 analyses) 8.00

Dependent variables is the Democratic percent of the two-party vote in each contest. Uncontested elections excluded. The figures for the error terms above represent
their standard deviations. The standard deviation of the district level error from the drop-1 analyses is the mean of those estimated standard deviations. The standard
deviation of error at the district level is contingent on the type of contest (i.e., repeat challengers, etc.) and how much information is available regarding the prior election

(i.e., whether redistricting or an uncontested election occurred, and other scenarios).

2018 VALUES

Candidates were collected from each state as filing deadlines
passed. The last filing deadline passed on July 12, 2018, in
New York, which is also a key state. Candidates were inte-
grated into the State Legislative Election Returns database,
and name matching was done to establish the identity of
these candidates, after which incumbency, and other factors
were also coded. When two or more candidates filed for one
primary for one seat, it was assumed that incumbents would
beat candidates from the other chamber, candidates from the
other chamber would beat candidates with past legislative
service, and candidates with past legislative service would
beat candidates with no legislative service. As primaries have
been conducted, 2018 incumbency scores have been altered
appropriately based on primary outcomes.

SIMULATIONS

After point predictions were produced from the prediction
model, simulations were conducted to see how uncertainty
about each election would influence uncertainty about
winning a particular chamber. The probability of ties in
even seat chambers and veto-proof majorities are also dis-
played. For free-for-all multimember districts, an interme-
diate step where the number of seats a party wins based on
the predicted percentage of votes that party is forecast to
have in that iteration of the simulation is also conducted.
This is because if the Democrats win 45% of the vote in a
district with two seats, such as in the Arizona House, they

may win either zero or one seat, depending on how the votes
are distributed.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please visit
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096518001555 m

NOTES

1. See https://planscore.org/#!2014-statehouse (accessed August 29, 2018) for
State House measures of the “efficiency gap.” State Senate seats and votes
comparisons calculated by author.

2. Ohio voters approved a bipartisan redistricting process on May 6, 2018.

3. North Carolina’s state Senate and House maps have been redrawn for the
2018 elections.
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