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Abstract

Erery fou yars, as dnother prcsuential elettioi apprcaclrcs, the
debate b) schoLdts awr the efJicdcr af the cutent electoral colte7e sfstenl
otensilies. Suppofte$ of the ELectoral CoLlege argue that the e\istitrg
ntechanisn has wotked wtl fot owr 2Aa ,-ea$ and should not be chdnse.t.
Cntics ofnle El.ctornl CoLLege, |rcwe|er, nrgue that the e\isting stnetr... t both
undemoctatic an.l possiblt dangerou\.

This studt teie||s the existlng eLedarcl colleSe nechanism bj
presentins sone of th. ddtdtta|es, ds 

'|elL 
as identiliin| sone of the najol

crhicisns af tlie cuftent s)1sten. I addition, sone prcpased rcforns arc
.tiscussed. Finalu gerleral public axitudes on the etisting eLectorcI coLlege

,steht are convared with prelinina) data fnn what ve tenn an "educated
public" (o,rc that has a cLearet understandin| ofthe ElectoraL CalIeEe). Our
puryose is to ascenain if a norc thorough undestanJing of the cutent
p]esidetuial electorul systent inpdcts positirely an a respandent's perceptians of
the efra1c! af the ELectoral CalLese.

Prcrious suftels sho|| that the existing eLectanl callege ne.hanisn
Jor selectint the prcsid.nt of tlle Unit.d States is not popuLarvith the A rcican
public. Cutiously, howrer, the natter of rcfomalg ol aboLishn\ he Electorul
CoUe ge doe\ not appear ta be a sdLient issue with the Ame icdn public. The Jad
that the eledordL callege mechanisDt I ||i.lery apposed, tet is Mt a salient issue
with the generdl public, piqued our &'osxf as to why this h the cate.

Morc recent ksearch sho\|s thit.l majoti4 afAnericans view potitics
ds tao cotnpLicated and do n.t hdre a sense af political efrcac) ,)ith re7a ta
in|luencing the political prccess. And s lce the existng electont coltege
tnechdnisn clearL! is tnote conplicated nn a dircct popular election for
presidert, it is Mt toa swprising that the Electoral CaUege tlaes n.,t enjoy
widetprcad pubLic suppon. Thus, we hlpothesized tltat atl "educated pubtic
wuld efi.lence cansidembly nore suppaft for the eristing electorcl cottege
nrcchanisn. I an efoft ta prcre this htpothesis, w un.lenao]: a suney of an
"educated pubLic s riews an tlrc ELectornl Callege and conparetl the resuhs
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with a series of sinitat Gtlll.,p and Institute for Research in Social Scien.e

su.,e}J of the genetal Public

Introduction

At Least ante ever- fourlean, as the ndtion appradches the

electior ofthe president, political cammentators rdise the

issue afthe electordL coleBe nechdnisnJor eleding the

prcsident, clainirry that sonenting ought to be done to

Robert E Di,:Lerica a dAUanS Hannack

As the new millennium approaches, the debaie wiU conlinue as to

whether or not the Electoral College sbould conllnue to choose the presidenl of
the United Slates. Many observers believe tba! the existjng system o1

governmen! should be mainiained. afguing lha! politjcal tfadition and the

tositive features ofrhe Eleclo.alCollege oul$€igh any shoricoming! However'

there is a growing perception by othefs that the ele.toral college mechanism is

both undemocratlc and politicaliy dangerous. These opposing vrews have not

only generaled a li\€ly debate over the eJficacy oftheElectoral College. but also

hale pfompted a number ofproposed rcforms to the exlsting system

This siudy revlews the cxisting elector3l college mechdnisn bv

presenling some of lhe advantages, as \\€ll as identifving some of the majol

cfiticisms of the cLrrrent syslem (e g . the faithless elector. the winner_take all
system, the constanGiwo addition for smaller stales. the uncertainty of lhe

popular vote winner winning the pfesidency, and the possibility of an [lectora]
College deadlock). In additio., some proposed reforms l.:J the exisling unit rule

syslen (e.g., thc congfessional district system. the proporlional plan' the

narional bonus pian, and direcl election of the president) are presenled

Furthermofe, public perceplions to the corrent elecloral coilege svsiem $ill be

discussed and a compafison will b€ presented with wbat we term the "educated

public" a setect gtoup oi the public with a more extensive knowledge of the

ElectoralCollege.

Previous sufveys show thal the existing elecloral college nechanism

fbr selecling the president ofthe Uniled Slates is not popular wilh ihc Amedcan

public. Cuiiously, however. the natter of reformlng or abollshing the Electoral

College does not appear to be a salient public issue. The fact tha! lhe electoral

collegi systen is widely opposed, yet is noi a salient issue wlth lhe general

public. piqued our curiosity as to wby this is the case Since more recen!

iesearch shows that a majority of Americans liew polilics as ioo complicated

and do no! have a sense of political efticacy with regard Io influencing the

poiitical process (National Ele.tion Siudies, 1996)l and since lhe existing

electoral college me.hanism clearly is more compljcaled than a direct popular

eleclion for president, it would not be sufpris;ng tha! lhe Ele.toral College do€s
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not enjoy widespread public support. Thus. we hForhesized thar an educared
public" would evidence considerably more support for lhe existing elecroral
college mechanism.' In an effort !o prove rhis hlporhesis, we underrook a
survey of an "educated publlc s" views on lhe Electoral College and compared
the results with a series of similar callop rnd Institule lbr Research in Solial
Science (IRSS) survels ofthe general public.z

The objective of this srudy is ro test rhe opposite of the fottowing
generalization. Many scholars argue that u,hen !n issue is highly salienr wilh
the public, lhe governmcnl is fesponsive. So far. rhe issue of relbrming the
Electoral College has not been of high impodance. This is the caseeven rhough
many scholars disagfee with the system and a majority of rhe genefal publc
lavoN a direcl popular vote fof presldent. We sunnised rhat this could be the
result of the American public not tully undersranding lhe concept of Elecroral
College. Therefore. rhe primary contribution of this sludy is irs interpreralion
and analysi! ofdata collectcd by sur\,€ying universiry srudenrs who have a better
understanding of the eleclor.rl college mechanlsm. In other words,
methodologically speaking, this study s,ill add io current appfoaches of
explonng the Eleciorrl College by surveying sludenrs educared rbour lhe
synem. Thus, it can be deternined what aspects of rhe Electoral College an
''educated public" would support. Furthermore. the lirerature does nor
e'nphasize public acceplance ot' the Elecroral College or aitematiyc nrethods.
Therefore. this study $,i11 provide more infbrmarion about how a segment ofthe
pLbl:, ruuld fe.pond In J c-Jr;e In rhe ury r-c p (\rdenr r, .ele.reo.

Th€ Existing El€ctoral College N{€chanism

The ln(itulion of the Elecroral College is described in Article 2.
Scction i. of rhe Crrrrrrtian oJ tJte United States and was larer refincd by the
Twelfth Amendment. The Eleltoral College is a body ofdelegates representing
e|ch state lhar clecrs the p.esident of lhe United Srates. According to the

Each State shal1 appoinl, in such a Manner as the
Legislature thereof mry dire!t. a Number ofElelro,!,

'Fof the pufposes oflhis sludy. an educated public" is defined as a
select group ofAmerican Gove.nmen! students enrolled ar Arkansas Tech
University and the University ofOklahoma who have a clear understandtng of
the Elecloral College.

' the Catlop surveys were conducrcd in 1944. 19.18,1950, 195r.1955.
1960. 1961, 1965. 1967, 1968. 1977. 1980and1992. TheIRSS surv€ys were
laken in 1968. 1973 and I975. The educaled public" were surveyed in 1997.
1998 and 1999.
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equal !o the $'hole Number ofSenrtors and

Represenlatives to which the Stale may be entitled in
the ( u1gre.:. oJr no Senalur or Repre.enldtire o'

Person holding an Ofiice ofTrust or Profil under lhe
United States. shall be appointed an Ele.tor

Therefore. each state will have at least three electors, srnce every siale
has iwo senarors and al least one member in the House of Represen tati ves

In practice, each polilical party nominales a slale of electors pledged to

thar party s candidates. On election day, inslerd of voters dire.dy electlng the

president, they vote for one party's slate of electors. Then, the electors cast a
vote tbr Pfesident and Vice Pfesidenl. In all bu! two states (Maine and

Nebraska). a system of unir rule is pfacliced Unlr rule is a "winner take-all
mechanlsm in which the candidale who receives the mosl popular vole in lhat
state will receive all ofthe state's electoral \iotes.

After the eleclors cas! their votes. the candidate who receives a

majority of the 538 eleclorrl votes (270 votes) wins the election. However,

ther€ is a possibilily lhat no one candidate \vill recelve a malo.ity of electoral
lores. According Io the CanstitutioLt, in this situation, the House oi
Represeniatives chooses the President fiom the three candidales who received

the most votes. Each state casls onc vote, and the candidaie receiving the

majority of votes \dns the Presidency. The Vice President, on lheother hand, is

decided by the Senate when no majority exists. Each Senator casts a vote fbr
onc ofthe two candidates \,rho had received the highest number ofvotes.

Adiantages oI the Elecroral College

Allhough there seem 1o be many critics of lhe Elecloral College, the

system coniinues to endure. A number of scholars support the existing
presidenlial eleclofal slstem. For exanrple, Welssbefg (1998) deLnds the

erisling ele.toral college mechanisln and argues lhat criticism of !he process

falls into lwo main groups: the unpredictable and unintended outcomes under

the plesent slstem, and accusalions thal the Eleltoral College overhauls some

votes at the expense ol oihef votes. With resper't lo the llrs! criticism - the
nightnare ot' unintendcd consequences he contends thal the odds of lhis
olcurring are unlikely. His argumenl is botslered by the fact that the winner of
the popular vole has almost always won the presidency. and an election has not

been declded by !h e House of Representalives I n the last I 60 years. ln addition,
lhe llkeiihood of fdithless electors affecling the oulcome of an election is even

more remote. As Jacobson (Nov 1996) points ou!. there have only been seven

failhiess eleclors recorded in lhe past 50 years (1948, 1956, 1960. 1968, 1972.

1976 and 1988).

With respect to the second critrcism of the Eleclordl College

misrepresentation caused by the Electoral College - Weissberg (1998) asserls

lhat ir is not cleaf jusl who the over adlantaged voters are, or whether certarn
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g.oups can be lhe cornerstone of any ele.roral victory. He lirrther argues tha!
'this 'key voring-bloc-in-a-key srate' is largely the crfllion of sraiisrical
manipulation' (1998, l0l). Weissberg (1998) also responds to the claim rha!
the large states have an undue impact on the policy agenda. He notes that while
a candjdate who wants to win a populous slate may have !o appeal to certain
gfoups lhat may be conccntrated in the state. he maintains that one group s

interesls wili colncide wiih those of other soclo-economic groups. Thus.
Lrltimateiy no one group would necessafily be advanlaged over the other.
Finally, Werssberg argues lhat no system will b€ tolally liee of some tlpe of
bias: therefore. 'the issue is not one of f:rir' versus 'unfair,' but what t)pe of
unfairness will be present ' (1998, i02).

Weissberg (1998) also defbnds the Electoral College by ofiering four
adlantages of thls sysLenr: (l) i! is a pfoven. *orkable systemi (2) it makes
campaigrs more manageablct (3) it discourages election fiaud; and (4) it
preserves a modelare two parry system. The tirsr advanrage a proven.
workable system is a conservarivc argument: when somerhing works,
though somewhrt impefie.dy, it should not be easily abandoned fbr rhe promise
ot pefection (Weissbcrg, I02). Thls assertion has some merjt since policy
changes do not always work as inrended. Weissberg's second point the
Electoral College maker campaigns more manageable is a djrecr resulr liom
the winDer-take all" syslenr. in which large stares releive grearer prioity. By
allowing key stales to serve rs lhe focal point of campaigns, lhe candidates do
not hdve !o spend a lol of rime, money and energy in all 50 slates in order to
secure the pfesidency. Thus, rhe campaign becomes more manageable since rhe
candidate can focus his or her eftbfis and limited resources on a smaller nunb€r
of states. Weissberg's third point suggests that the preseni system s divlsion of
votes discourages eleclion liaud. He argues thar in ihc stales wilh a relatlvely
small number of elecioral votes. especially where the ourcome is not in much
doubt, little incentive exists for widespfead eleciion ftaud. Finally. Weissberg
believes that the t'!o party syslem js preserved by rhe Ele.toral College which
enhances stabilily of the elccioral pfocess since it is difficult for any third-parry
candidate !o receive enough populaf votes to secure any clectoral voles lbr thai
state. Watson ( l9Sit) also points our thar the Elecroral College benefits the two-
pafiy system. He contends that for any rhifd party candidare to have an
advantage. support mus! be concentrated geographically in one area instead of
dispersed throughou! all the states.

Former presidential candidate Sreve Forbes (1996) also supports the
elecloral college syslem. He believes that lhe Elelroral College "fbces general
eleclion pfesidential candidales to wage nitional canpaigns... and encourages
thebringing iogeiher ofpeople rnd interesrs wilh differenr p.iofities" (1996.26).
He also malntains that when tbe vote is close berwe€n candidates. the Elecloral
College can be useful. Fof example, in the 1960 and 1968 electlons, where the
popular vote was aimost a tie, the elecLoral lore 

'las 
decisive, providing
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legirimacy for the incoming administration slnce jt can assert that it had a

Criticisnrs of the Electodl College System

The electoral college method of selecting the presidenr and vice

president has been widely critlcized. Critics ofthe present system have ouilined
a number of flawsi the faithless elector. the winner lake-all system. the

"consrant two" ele.toral votes. lhe uncerlainty of lhe winner wjnning' and the

conlingency election Procsluf e.

The Faithless Elector

Longiey (1998) criticizes both the quality of the electors and the lact

ihat there is no assurance that lhe electors will vote as expected Electorc are

''pledged" to vote for the candidate of theii party Ho$€vef. as Longley (1998)

poinis out. -'Su!e laws requjring electors to vote for thejr parly's candjdale are.

in praclice. unenforceable - and alnost cefainly unconstirutional (1998' 93).

As previously mentioned, since 1948lhefe have been seven cases in which the

eleclors have voted lbr a candidate ofa ditTerent pafty Although lhere have

been few'Taithless eleclorJ'oler the years, Longley asscrts that'lhe likelihood

of such deviatlons occuning on a multiple basjs would be gre.rtlv helghtened

should an elecloral vole rest on only onc or two voles a real possibllity in any

close presidential eleltion" (1998, 94) Waison (1984) agrees that ihe lailhless

elector is a potential danger of lhe Elcctofal Coll6ge He poinls out that one way

to prevent this parLicular shoncoming would be lo change the presen! system to

the "automalic plan. Walson s plan would "elininate the possibility of
'faithless electors by abolishing iha! oll'ice and aulomalically casting a state's

ele{toral votes lor !h€ populaFvole winner In that state. Ifno candidate received

a majority of the electoral voles, a joint session ol Congress would choose the

winner, with each representative and senator havlng one vote (1984' 65 66)

With respect !o Longley's concern of thc faithless elector' onlv a

significanl nulnb€I of variant elecloral votes could genefally pose a validity
threat. As hislory indicates, ihis is very unlikeiy Onlv a handlul of the almost

21,000 eleclors in U.S. hlstory have voted contrary to ihe wishes ofthe electorate.

While Walson s 'automatic plan" would eliminate the possibllitv of a faithless

ele.tor, currently !he slates have considerable control ovef the nominalion process

fbr electors (e.g.. whether the names are on the ballots. and whether thev are

legally bound to vote fol the candidate lhat recejved the mosi popular votet
which ensures a qualily conlrol ovef ihe elector selection process (See Appendix

A ibr a lisling ofeach state s elecloral vote process). Furthermore. theconcept of
using electori to cast the vote for president is a part olU.S electoral hislorv. and

traditjon rs sometimes difiicult to modlfy. A less radical change would be to

encourage slates !o instigate penalties for lhose electors who do not vote as

pledged. As of January 1997. only live slates have defined penalties for an

untarthful elector (New Mexico, Norih Carolina, Oklahoma South Carolina and
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Washington). While it might be difficult 10 enforce severe penalries, rhe facl that
penalties exist might help lo preclude theproblem of a "faithless eloctor."

The Winner-Take-A SJsten

ln rhe winner tirke all system. as discussed earlier. all of the state s

electoral votes are given to the winner ofthe slate's popular vote. lnngley
(1998) notes that rhis can lead to siluations in which a candidate could win 100
percent of the state's electoral vote, while polentially receiving less than a

majority of the popular vote in tha! state. For example, in the 1992 presidential
election, the popular vote was divided berwee. Bill Clinlon (437.), George Bush
(38%), and Ross Pefot (197o). This ln turn resulted in a number of slates casting
all oftheir electoral voles for a candjdate who releived less than a majoity ofthe
popular vole. Wl}ne (1997) aiso agrees lhat a slrong lhird party movement.
combined wilh the winner take all system, could create some problems lbr the
elecloral college synem. He notes lhat "third,party candjdates or independeni
electoral slates threaten to secure enough votes to prevent either of the major
candidates from obtalnlng a majority ' (1997, l8). Winning a state b! less than a
majorily, or even by a snall plurality. can skew lhe results of the presidenlial
ele.tion since all the electoral votes (except for Maine and Nebraska) are given to
the candidale with lhe most popular votes.

The winncr lake all syslem can ha\€ other unwanted eftecrs on the
electoral process. In addition to slate votes being delided on the basis oi small
plurahiies. lhe winner rake all system enhances lhe imporlance of wjnning lhe
most populous states. For example, if candidatcs focus lheir campaigns on lhe
ten largest electoral vote states. they can win over 250 of the 270 electoral voles
needed to win. Thefefofe, lafge states can have a greater lmpact on influencing
the public policy process since candidates concentrate a conslderable amount of
their campaign resoufces in those states. In addition. Holmes (1991) notes thai
not only do candjdates campaign in the states wilh large numbers of ele.loral
votes, bul also make sufe no! to alienate groups that are disproporlionrlely
locaied in the . For example. while the Jewish communiry nakes up only 2.5
pefcent of the national popularion. this group is highly concentrated in New York.
Since New York contains 33 elecloral lotes. it is imponanr for candidates to
make sufe they have support liom the Jewish comnunity. Othef groups also
could porentjally be over-r'epresented wlth the exisling elector,tl college syslem.
Fof example, Presldent Bill Cllnton was criticized in 1996 for signing theHelms-
Buton legislation (which sanciioned ibreign companies dealing wilh Cuba) so
quickly. Many observers belleved thar his supporl for the legislation lyas an
allempt to gain support from the Cuban-American communily which is highly
concentrated in Southern Florida. Since Florida is the fourth largen state in
population, winning the slate s 25 elecloral voles was deemed imporlant to lhe
Clinton campaign strategy.
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while the current winner'take all system enhances the importance of
candidates winning lhe most populous staies, lhis is somethjng that will Gcur
regafdless of which sysiem is in place. Candidrtes will stjll find it vital to

campaign in large population states whether the eleclion is determined by

popular vote or some form of electoral college mechanisrn Clearly' the large

populalion stales offet the candidate the opporlunity lo reach a larger number of
the potenlial ele.torate more easily. Thus, any elecloral system (eg'
proportional vote allocation, popular vote) would encourage candidates to still
wan! to win the most populous stales.

The "Consttnt Two" Addition

Allhough the large states se€m io have an unfair advantage in attbcting

the political agenda, the smaller populatlon sjzed states are over represenled tn

rhe elecloral college process with respect !o thelr relative populalion tze
Regardless of populalion size, all states are apporlloned two clectoral Yotes ior
their nembers jn the Senate. lnngley sGles that because oflbls "inhabitants of
the smrllest states are advanlaged to lhe extent tbat they 'control' three electorai

vores while thef small population mighi otherwise entjtle them to but one or

two votes" (1998,96). Walson also sgrees that there is a "built-jn bias in the

Electoral College lbat works to lhe advaniage of certain staies over others

(1984,63).

The complaint that the smallesl states have 3n unfai. advantage ofien

seems to t€ overlooked. Perhaps il is masked by the criticisms ofthe larger

stales receiving more atlention by the candidaFs Clearly, the curent vote

allocaiion does provlde ihe snall states with addjtionrl representrtion Fol
example. the state of California is allowed 54 electoral voles comFred !o
Arkansal 6 votes and oklahoma's 8 votes. while Caliibrnia (52

representalivet has about 13 times the represenlation of Arkansas (1

representatives) and 8.7 tines the represenlalion of Oklahoma (6

represcntatives), with each stalc receiving 2 additional lotes for the number of
senaiors. California s representation (54 electoral votes) de.lines 1o only 9 trmes

thal of Arkansal (6 electoral votes) and 6.8 limes that of Oklahomr's (8

elecioral votes). Clearly, the principle ol one person. one vote ls not appllcable

The Uncertaintj of the Winner Winning

A fburth concern wilh the Eleclo.al College is that the winner of the

popular vote is nol guaranteed to win the presidency This concern has been

iomewhat vatiaaled by ihe fact that the popular vote winner has not won the

presidencyon ihree occaslons. For example, in 1824. although AndrewJohnson

received 419. of the popular vote compared to John Adams' 317'' Adams

b€came president. In 1876, Samuel Tilden received 517, ofthe popular vole'

but lost to Rutherford B. Ilayes. Hayes only received 48% of the popular vote'

but won tbe presidencyby one electoral vote more than Tilden. In 1888' Groler
Cleveland received 100.000 more popular voles than Benjamin Hanison Yet
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Harrison was elected President belause he won a majority ofthe electoral votes

Wi!h this in mind. Longley prescnis the lbllowing question: ''This problem It a

fundamental one - can an American presiden! operale eflectively jf he or she

recelved fbwer votes lhan the loser'1" (i998. 96). This potential disparity
berween the popular and the electoral vole has generaled great opposition to the

Elecloral College. wa),ne also raises concerns aboul the possibility oflosing lhe
electlon eren though the candi&te may have received the most popular voles:

"A candidale could be elecled by winning the popular vote in the big staies by
smrll margins and losing the smaller states by lafge margins (1997. l7)

While history demonstrates that rhe likelihood of a presldential

candidate who gets the most popular votes will no! $'in the presidency is rather
remore, there are no guarantees thal it will not happen in ihe future. lf such a
situaiion now occuIred, the resuhs maybe moreddmaging since. with lelevisrcn,
today s electorate is more easily inlbrmed about the results ol the pfesidential
election. It is very likely thal any adniniltration lhat dld no! win the populsr
vote. but won the presldency, would expericnce a crisjs in legitinracy wilh the
genefal public. Not only would the incoming administration not have a mandale
to govern. but it most likell, would find its politjcal powcr severely limjted l!
alfeady is difficull lbr a president lo sccure a mandate !o govern. Iflhepresident
was not lhe popular vote winner, many Americans probably would question lhe
administration's authori!y to govern and. therefore, limi! &e president's ability
to govern €ttectively. In loday s complex and interdependenl $'orld. where

decisive decision nraking can be critical. this could b€ a dangerous result

The Co'iingencr Elettion Pncedure

ln 182,1. Andrew Johnson re€eived more popular votes compared to
John Adams. However. in spire of the tact lhat Johnson received lhe gredtesl

number of !o!es, Adams was chosen as lhe new presldent l! should be noted.

lhough. thal in this case it was not the eleclors who decided the presidency. bu!
the House ofRepfesen!,rti!cs. since no candidate won an elecloral majority The
possibility of an Elector.rl College deadlock is likely ro occur rn conlemporary
polilics. For exanple. Longley notes lhrL in 1960 "a swilch of less lhan 9.000
popular voles liom John Kennedy !o Richard Nixon in the two slaies of lllinols
and Missouri would have prelerted either man from receiving an elecloral
college majorit)" (1998, 97). Moreover, in 1976. the presidential eleclion could
hale resulted in a ?69 269 tie if some 12,000 popular loies ln Delaware and

Ohio had shifted iiom Carter to Ford. Longiey further asseris that in a lhree
party candidale con!esl, ii would be even more difficult in declding the winnef:
'tbere rnighl well be cnormous dillicully ovef choosing between pa san labels

and support for the candidate who might have canled their djstrjcf' (1998. 98).

Jacobson (Dec. 1996) ag.ees that the lailure ofobtaining an electoral majorily
would result jn a polential constilutional crisis. He believes that a nationwide
eleciion belween lhe two candidales with lhe most voles should occur insiead ol
the House contingency sysiem. Then. ifthere is still no electoral majorjtyjn ihe
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runofi. lhe candidale with ihe most popular voles *ould become President

Watson (19821) also believes tha! the House contrngency system vrolales

political equalily. He points out that by allowing the House of Representatrves

to vote by slates, js a violation ofthe "one person, one vote'principle since e-ach

state (regardless oflhelr population slze) has one vote.

While many scholars. such as Jacobson, believe that the conlingency

election procedure should be replaced \T ith a nationwlde runoff, there arc some

advantages and disadvantages associated with thls reform Clearly' the

advantage of a runoff deciding the president in the case of a tie is that the people

would become the decision makers This allefnative is definitely more

democratic and also would provlde additional legiiimacv for the winner'

However. a runoifelection would be very lime consuming and expensive The

following queslions should then be asked: How much !ime' monev and energv

is wor$ allowlng the people to lote ln a nation-wide funoff ele'ction? How

large would the turnout be? And do lhe voters not already enlrust lhe

represenlatives thal lhey elecled to make de.isions for them (a cardinal princjple

of represenlative democrac)r'l

Proposals for Retbrm

Many scholars wan! to refonn tbe Elecloral College because they

believe that the system of unit rule is undemolralic and uDfdir' tn addition to

adlocating the outrigh! abolition of the Ele.bral College a number of

alternad;s have been proposed inslead of feplacing lhe cu ent svslem For

example. $ree suggeslcd altematiles to uni! rule arel the cong]essional drstrict

sysiem. the proportional plan, and the nalional bonus pla:r.

Co ngre s tio nal Distric t Sj stenl

The congressional dislrict system was actuallv the method initiallv used

by slates. Hotlman notes thal under this system. 'only lwo of a state-s el€ctors

a;e chosen according to the statewide popular vote The remaining eleclors afe

chosen based on ihe popular \,ote tolals sithin each congressional districf (June

1996, l5). Howevef. wilh the exceplion of Maine and Nebraska, legislators

gradually began to adopt "unit rule" instead oftbe district plan. Watson (1984)

issens that ihere are two reasons for this shift. Firsl. 3 state's majorily party

benefits {rom the unit rule because it does nol have to give any electoral voles lo

a minority party lhat might b€ successful in a parlicular congressional district'

Secondly, he believes ihat unil rule increases the state s power bv alloMng them

to cas! all its votes fbr one candidate Furthermore watson points out iha! a

problem with the congresslonal dislrict plan is th al it 'would incorporate into the

;eleclion of ihe president the gerrymandering abuscs present in eieciions to lhe

House of Representatlves manipulating of distict boundaries !o favor

particular political interestj' (1984. 67)
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The Propohional Plan

The second alternalive the pfoportional plan allows each
candidate to feleive the sane proporrion of elecroral lotcs as i! fecer!€s in
popular votes. Hoffman (June 1996) notes lhat if thls method was used in
Alabama, during the I992 eleciion, Bush .rnd Clinton boih would have received
four votes and Perol one insread of Bush receiving all nine electorat votes.
Walson (1984) states that in 1950 a proportional plan was introduced by
Republican Senatof Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachuse(s and Democratic
Representalive Ed Cosseu of Texas. The plan passed rhe Senrte, but fajled in
the House ol Reprcsentatives. Anoiher plan using a sysrem ofproporrional vote
$,as inlroduced a shorr time latef in the 8,11r'Congress. According to Corwin. the
Lodge Cossett plan was introduced as the Daniel Humphrey resolution to "call
lbr the abolition of the Elecroral College. but the electoral lote of each srate is
still retaincd, to be divided arnong the sevefal candldares for president in
proportron to the popular vote casl for elrch wirhin a given stirte" (1957.49).
The candidate \rith the majority oi electoral votes would win theeleclion. Ifno
nrajofily occurred, thc Senate and House would choose rhe presidenr fiom the
two candrdales wirh the mosr lotes. However, because of the concern thaL this
plan could undermine the stabiliry of thc el€ctoral sysrem, no reform q"s
enactcd W,rtson {198:1) cl.rrns rhat a disadvanlagc of lhe pfopoflonal plan is
IhrI il \yould increase rhe possibili!y thar lhe rwo major candidates would fail to
achieve a majority. ln this casc. the House would rhen decide lhe presjdency.
He also points out that. while rhis slslem $,ould ellminare the winner-take-all
rdvlntage liom thc lafge population sizcd states. rhe smaller skres would stitl
hxve an advantage sincc elefy stare receiles rhree electoral votes regrrdtess of

The Natio al Bonus Ptun

The thifd alternarive ihe national bonus plan has receiled some
support. Watson (i9E4) norcs tha! under this plan. the winner of the poputar
vote woLrld receile a bonus of 102 eleltoral vores cast in their tavor (t$o liom
each state plus two liom the Dislricr of Columbia). He furrhcr points our lhar
thc candidate would still have ro recelve a n1ajority ofelectorat lorcs to win the
eleclion. If no candidatc rereived ihe requlred 321 votes. a runoff election
would occur between the two candidates with rhe mos! voles. Therefore, ifno
majoriry cxiris. the vorers rould choose the presidcnr inslead of the House of
Representalives. Holmes asse s tha! rhis plan "woold assure rhat the populal
vote \rlnner would always win the elentofal vorc while preserving rhe
impoiance of the statej' (1991, 116). Watson (1984) agrees thai this system
do€s retaln the shte by,state ferrure that is impo anr to the concepr of
fbderalis . Howeler. he believes lhat rhis plan does not always guaranlee thar
the popular vote winner will win the electoral vole.
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Eliminaling the Electoral Co ege

lnstead of reforming the syslem of unit rule, ther€ have also been

proposals thrlt would eiiminate lhe Electoral College altogether. I1 is believed

by many scholars ihai selecting the president by direci eleclion irstead of the

Electoral College is the most democratlc melhod. Holmes notes lhat "under
direct popular election. all votes would count, so candidates would have

increased incentive !o campaign everywhere, even in slates where the opposing
parly had a majorily" (1991. ll6). Watson (1984) also believes that the dire.t
popular eleltion of ihe presiden! offers one ofthe most promising solutions for
reibrm. He contends tha! this plan ensures thal the winner of lhe popular vote

would alwals b€ elected president and points out thal three influential members

of the Constltutional Conventlon in 1776 (Madison, Wiison and Moffis)
supported the idea of direct election. However, he admiis tha! oiher delegates

b€lieved that this method wouid be too democratlci It would be unnatural to
refer lhe choice of a proper magistrate !o the people as rl would torefer a trjal of
colors to a blind man" (1984. 59). In fact, many of the delegates believed thar

direct election was neilher desirable nor ieasible As Walne poirts out, many

delegaies lacked confidence in the public's ability !o choose the best-qualified
candidate and that they "believed lhat the slze ofthe country and the poor state

of its communicalions and lransportation precluded a national ca paign and

election" (1997. 5).

That said. the siz€ oflhe counry is no longer a problem today because

of the communicalion and technology rcvolutions thal hale o.cuned. In

addiiion. lrs Amar points out. lmp.olements in communicatlons lechnology.
rnd the rise of polltical pa|!ies, makes possible direcl election and a populis!

PresidencY' (199s, 1,14).

One of lhe most compelling rrgunents against dlrect eleclion of the

president ls that it could ieopardize lhe two-pa$y system - a system that has

plovided considerable polltical stability 1br the United States Wrlson (198'l)

noies that some scholars believe that state polrtical leadefs will lose power sinoe

the candidates will concenlfaie on a nationwide eiection insrcad of a slate by

state vote. Nevertheless. he believes that thc stale pady lerders \\ould conttnue

to play an important role in the election process Bickel (1968) also expresses

concern about direct elecllon and mdinlains tha! this system would encourage

minority parties !o run and suppon candidaies These minorit] parties would

then obtain bargdining power in delermining \'"hich of lhe two leadrng

can.lidates will receive suppoft. Meanwhlle. Ranne] {1978) suggesrs thal sjnce

the selection process and nominaling process are linked. any modification to one

nigh! influence the other. For example, enactmenl of direct election of lhe

president could lead to a slmilar modlfication in a national primarv law

Weissberg (1998) agrees that lhere could be some problems wirh a direct

popular election. especially in lhe case ln which no candidate receives a

majofity. He believes that jt is conceivable thal a diie.t eiection could

encourage a wide range ofcandidales 1o run for president lfa large number of
modcrale candidarcs split the vote and each f€ceived several percen! fiom the
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niddle of the spectrum, the runoff could involve a conresr berween two
extremisls who together received lhe larges! number ofvotes. Weissb€rg (1998)
also believes tha! a direcl popular eleclion system could encourage election
fiaud and asserts that "all votes are equally valuable and thus equally worrh
manipularing" (1998, 103). Theretbe. be is concerned ahur such practices as
multiple voting, voting ihe dead. and intimidaling th€ opposilion.

Public Perceptions ofthe El€ctoral College

Wlile scholafs often questlon whether or nor the Ele.toral College
should be mainlained or whether an alrernative system should be established, the
public is usually left out of the debate. ln this study. publlc allitudes wefe
b.oughl into tbe process. Results ofthe Gallop and IRSS surveys ofthegeneral
public on lhe electoral college system we.e compared with our survey in which
the respondents were part of the "educuled public" (j.e.. lndividuals who
possessed a clea. understanding ofrhe elecloral college mechanism). ln order to
be able ro nake reliable comparjsons between thc 1wo surveysj our survey s

questions were parierned afler the Gallop and IRSS surveys.

Sufler Methodolog)

For the purposes of this study. an "educated public is defined as a
grcup oi selec! university students rt Arkansas Tech University and the
University of Oklahoma who have a clear understanding of the Electoral
College. In order 1o delemine the public reaction of an "educated public. we
surveyed a group of 517 students enrolled at Arkansas Tech Universjly (248)
and lhe Universlty ol Oklahoma (269). Clearly. there are advantages and
disadvanlages to limitjng the sample lo !his group. One advantage is rhat these
students learned about the Electoral College in class. Therefore. they nol only
have a b€tter understanding ofthe complicated electoral college melhanism, bul
also afe better able ro form a reasoned opinion about lhe alternarive approaches.
Furthefmore, of whar infofmation pertaining ro rhe Elccloral
College these students were exposed to. Certainly, lhere are atso drawbacks to
surveying this limiled group. The inlormation obtained may not be
representative of the opinions ofall university studenis o. the public as a whole.
Thereibre, the sample does not necessarily refleci ihe en!i.e population.
Howevef, since the issue explored in this study is so complex, the selected group
is necessary to achieve the objectives desired in thls study (i.e., sufvey an
'educated public').

While survey data and prior surveys thar $,ould provjde a secondary
analysis were not readily available, G,rllup and IRSS have asked somequestions
perlaining to the Eiectoral College in past public opinion polls. Realizing that
these organizations are highly respected by political scientlsts, len of the
questions used in their prior surveys were adapted to fit rhis srudy. In addition
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to adapting relevant questions used by Gallup and IRSS. nine addilional
questions (not including demographic infbmation) were jncorporated into the

queslionnaire used for this study Furthermore. since the Electoral College is a

more difficult issue 1o understand, a brief summary of lhe electoral college

mechanism was included at lhe beglnning of the questionnalre ln sum. the

survey data provides lnformalion to determlne whether or not the current

eleciofal college mechanism ls supporied by an "educated public ln addilion.

responses indicate which alternalives to the current system are prefbrred-

Companson of the Suner Results

A number o{ queslions relevant to suppor! for the existing electoral

college system was asked of the "educated public" and the general public (See

Appendix B for a mofe detalled description ofthe questions and responset A
comparjson of the resulls from lhe "educated public suNey conducled in this

sludy to lhe poll resul!s conducted by Gallup and IRSS revealed both siurilarities

and dilTer ences. For example. resuhs in both surveys show lhat the respondent s

perceptions ofthe existing elecloral college system (queslion #5) generallv was

negarive (50.87" of ihe 'educated public" and 54 59. of the general public).

while direcl election by popular vote (question #6) was supported (59 1% ofthe
educated publlc and 65.07. of lhe general public). Thus, the inrtial h)pothesis

that lhe "educated public' $'ould evidence considerablv more supPort tor ihe

Elecroral College because they had a better underslanding of the exist'ng

presidenlial eleltor system is t,d suppo(ed

However. the "educated pubhc' did seem 10 possess a deeper

undefst,tnding of the complexiti€s of lhe exisling electorrl college mechanism

Fbr example. there was a noticeable difference beiween survev results (45 87' of

the "educated public compared to 31.09. liom the Gallup polls) for those who

beiieve lhe Electordl College serves any real purpose (question #7) Also. when

asked about how the president should be chosen if no candjdate received r
majority of electoral votes and the eleltion was refened !o lhe House of
Repfesentatives (quesllon #11). a najority of respondents tiom lhe 1992 Ga uP

Poil (52%) b€lieved ihe candidare rvho wins the mos! votes nationallv should be

voled as president. This response is no! too surprising since i! parallels to some

degree the concept of the popular vote winner becoming president llowever'

only 29.6% of the "educated public survey chose that response (30 57'

a:rswered the presideniial candidale who won their dislrict and 25-lq' selected

the candidate who won the state). Thus, lhe "educaied public" evidenced more

support for alternatives other lhan just who won lhe populal vote While there

was widespread support by both groups ("educated public" 55 9%' general

public 68.2%i for a constitullonal amendment !o abolish ihe Electoral

bollege and have.llrect eieltion of lhc presjdenl. the "educated publlc"

exhibited tess enlhusiasm for arnending the Constituiion. Responses to the

queslions that were used previously by the lnstituie fbr Research in Social

Science also demonstrated some dlfferences in attitudes. For example' in the

IRSS findlngs, a majorjty of respondents (57-9qo) opposed the House ol
Repfesentail;es voting in the case of no electoral majority (question #13)'
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However, only 10.2qa of rhe'educated public" supporred rhis view_
Furlhermore, in the 1975 IRSS survey, 70.990 ofrespondenls favored replacing
the electoral college system with a direct popular vote, b€lleving lhat this would
reduce ihe amount ofmoney speni on lraveling to the small srates. Thiscanbe
compared !o only42.87. ofthe "educated public" (question #1,+).

The "educated public survey also asked questions atrout rhe cunent
electoral vote distribution (question #18). lnleresringly, i! is somewhat
supported (52.4%). Moreover, the small staie advaniage was not a concern to
those surveyed (questjon #20); and only 17.2./. ofthe "educated public" viewed
it as a dlsadvantage ofthe gleltoral College. Perhaps this is the case since boih
Arkansas and Oklahoma are small population sized stares which clearl) benefit
liom the current vote dlstribution. However, additional allentjon given to large
siates wirs opposed. Since little attention generally is given !oeither Arkansas or
Oklahoma dufing presidential campaigns. rr is possible rha! lhis explalns why
the students in both stires who were sufveyed opposed the ]arger states {iom
receiving addi!ional attention.

This said, what should replace this slsteml lhere are some inleresling
responses by the -educaied public" of what changes the elecloral college
mechanism should undergo. Thc reform alternatlves presented were the
congressional dis!.jct system, the proportional plan. the national bonus plan and
direct popular eleclion ofthe president. Wh ile rhe current ur it rule winneFtake-
all system was unpopulaf, ihe congrcssional djstrict plan (question #15) -$,hich is used only i. two states - was not supported {only 31.79. wefe jn
favor) by rhe "educatcd public.' Mormver, 35.1% of the "educaled public"
responded "not sure ro the congfessional dislricl plan, indicatjng that perhaps
this plan was too complicated. On the ofier hand, the proportjonal plan was
supportcd (66.57d similar ro thal ofdifect popular election (queslion #8). While
lt seems that thefe is great support for the popular vore winner securing the
office. lhe national bonus plar (which helps ensure rhrt lhe popular vote winner
also g ns majoity of rhe clectofal vote) was not supported (questlon #16).
Only 18.4E of the respondents supporled the natlonal bonus plan while 57.77.
opposed rhe plan.

Conclusions

This slud) reviewed rhe existing elecroral collcge melhanism by
presenting some of lhe advantages, as well as identifying sorne of lhe major
criticrsms of the cur.ent system. In addition. some proposed reforms were
discussed. Finally. general publjc attitudes on the existing electoral college
system were compared wlth preliminafy dara liom whar rve lefm an..educared
public" (one that has a clearef understanding of lhe Electoral College). Our
purpose was to ascertain if a mofe thorough understandinS of the curren!
presidential electofal system impacts positively on a respondent's perceptlons of
the elficacy of the Ele.toral College.
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More recent research shows that a majority of Amerjcans vie\a' polltics

as too complicated and do not have a sense of political eticacy with regard to
influenclng the political process. And since the existing electoral college
mechanism clearly is more conplicated than a direct popular election for
presidenl, i! is not too surprising thal the Ele.toral College does not enioy
widespread public support. Thus, we h)Potheslzed lhat in "educated public"
would evidence considerably more support for the existing electoral college
mechanism. In an effort to prove lhis hlpoihesjs, we undertook a survey of an

"educaled public s views on the Elecioral College and compared the results

wirh a series of slmilar Gallop and lnstitule for Research in Social Science

sufleys of rhe general Public.

The preliminary lindings of this study. however, do not suppori the

thesis tha! an "educated public" would evidence considerably mofe supporr for
the existing electoral college syslem. ln fact, a ciear maiorrty of both the
''educaled public and the general public favor a direct election by popular vote

lbr the presidenl ot' the United slales. Thus, a better understanding of ihe more

conplicated eleltoral college mechanism does not produce more suppof for the

In splte of significanr pubiic opposilion to the eleltoral college

mechanisn. the concept of thc Electoral Coll€gc is not an especiall) salient

issue with the general public. Citizens do not seem to care thal much abou!

changing ihe slatus quo. Furlhernore. \Yhen an issue such as the Electoral

College is extremely complicated. there is a tendency to ignore the issue instead

ofadvocaring change. Nrlion al Election Srudies ( 1996) conducted 3 survey thai
indicrted that h 1994,65E of Ameficans viewed politics as too complicrled
and 55% believed that they did no! have a say in whal governnent does This
pessinrisric view undoubtedly limlts the exlenl to which ci!izens get involved 

'n
the polilical process and is a probable contributor to the decline in citizen
palticipaiion in elections. Thus. rI ]ikely will lake an elent such as the candidate
who recelves the most popular votes is noi ele.ted president to excitc the

public and make the Electo.al College a salient jssue Only then will the debale

lbfce policy makers to addfess thc issue direltly
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