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ABSTRACT:  Midterm elections are typically seen as a referendum on the sitting President of the United 

States.  In 2018, general popular discontent with Donald Trump led to sweeping Democratic advances in the 
national U.S. House, state Governorships, state Houses and state Senates. Only an advantageous national 
Senate map prevented national Republicans from suffering losses on almost all fronts.  Yet Florida seemed 
to buck the nation-wide trend.  Perhaps the prototypical purple state at the national level, but typically 
Republican at the state-level, Florida only elected a single Democrat in a state-wide race in 2018: Agriculture-
Commissioner Nikki Fried.  In its two most prominent races, for U.S. Senate and for Governor, Republicans 
won by vanishingly small margins.  Such narrow races, along with the general counter trend to the national 
stage, begs for further analysis.  This paper uses fine-grained precinct-level data, along with the Florida voter 
file, to examine geographic and demographic correlates of the 2018 vote in the Sunshine State. 
 
 
 

The 2018 United States Midterm elections were—to use the scientific term—a big deal. Framed 
largely as a political referendum on the mold-breaking Trump Presidency, Democrats were favored from the 
beginning and enjoyed clear advantages in candidate recruitment (and retirements),1 fundraising2 and 
polling.3 The question, rather than whether the Democrats would improve their standing, was how much 
they would or even secure a “Blue wave” victory. Media headlines almost wrote themselves. Would voters 
issue a stunning rebuke of the first two years of Donald Trump’s Presidency? Or would strong economic 
numbers and the President’s controversial characteristic style staunch the bleeding and keep the Republican 
Party on track? Would progressive backlash and eye-popping Democratic fundraising numbers be enough? 
How would the uneven U.S. Senate map—dominated by Democrats, many in tough races in Red Republican 
states—play into all of this? 

Amid all of the swirling uncertainty, it seemed to some that Florida, of all places, was primed for a 
year of predictable change. Polls consistently suggested narrow, but clear margins for Democrats in the 
two major statewide races: Bill Nelson appeared on track to secure reelection to the United States Senate 
over Rick Scott,4 while Andrew Gillum held an even more stable lead over Ron DeSantis and appeared 
likely to win the Governor’s mansion.5 Most forecasters concurred. All of FiveThirtyEight’s three models 
suggested that each Democrat had at least a 70% chance of winning,6 Larry Sabato’s Crystal Ball classified 
each seat as “Lean Democrat,”7 and betting markets identified both Gillum and Nelson as slight favorites.8 

Of course, Florida did not behave as expected. While the “Blue wave” swept Democrats to power 
in the U.S. House, added Democrats to governorships, and saw increased numbers of Democrats in State 

 
1 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2017/05/25/candidate-recruitment-2018-election/ 
2 https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/election-update-the-democrats-unprecedented-fundraising-edge-is-scary-for-
republicans-and-for-our-model/ 
3 https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/congress-generic-ballot-polls/ 
4 https://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2018/senate/fl/florida_senate_scott_vs_nelson-6246.html 
5 https://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2018/governor/fl/florida_governor_desantis_vs_gillum-6518.html 
6 Silver 2018a; Silver 2018b. 
7 http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/2018-senate/ & http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/2018-governor/ 
8 https://floridapolitics.com/archives/280258-gillum-nelson-predictit 
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Senates and State Houses across the county, Florida largely—in its two most watched races—bucked the 
trend. Ron DeSantis and Rick Scott each squeaked out razor thin victories, with DeSantis beating Gillum 
by just 32,463 votes and Scott taking Nelson’s U.S. Senate seat by an even more scant 10,033 votes. A 
third high-profile race—that for Agricultural-Commissioner—was even closer, with Democrat Nikki Fried 
beating Republican Matt Caldwell for Agriculture-Commissioner by a mere 5,307 votes.9 The narrow 
margins triggered recounts and clashes between candidates and parties. With the specter of the 2000 
Presidential recount in the background, both sides of the aisle accused each other of attempts to steal the 
election, irregularities in Broward county (again) muddied the issue, and in the end after a long the 
election night the controversial winners ultimately were confirmed victorious.10 

Nonetheless, the razor-thin margins inspire curiosity. With over 6,000 precincts in Florida, a 
difference of just one to three votes per precinct could have made the difference in these three races, 
making it feel like every vote and everything mattered to the election. Small fluctuations in turn-out, 
ballot design issues, third-party candidacies, minor candidate decisions on the campaign trail—each and 
any of these might have been the difference between a Gillum or DeSantis as Governor, or a U.S. Senator 
under Nelson or Scott, or an Agricultural Commission headed by Fried or Caldwell. 

For example, 31,517 people who voted for a candidate in the Governor’s race did not cast a ballot in 
the U.S. Senate race. However, despite the heightened participation in the Governor’s race, Gillum attracted 
fewer total votes than Nelson did. This complicated state of affairs is possible because the Governor’s race 
included several third-party candidates, while the U.S. Senate race never does. In other words, a significant 
number of people who voted for the Democratic Senate candidate did not vote for the Democratic candidate 
for Governor. If every Florida voter who cast a ballot for Nelson had also cast a ballot for Gillum, Florida would 
likely now have a Democratic governor.11 

This, of course, is not unheard of. People often, maybe even usually, feel differently about different 
politicians, even when they share the same party and third parties playing spoiler is as old a story as exists 
in American politics, not to mention in single member district plurality elections more generally.12 In this 
case, there are countless reasons why voters might have felt more comfortable supporting Nelson. Bill 
Nelson was more experienced, and a well-known figure in Florida politics. He was also running as an 
incumbent, having served in the U.S. Senate for almost 20 years. He was also older than Andrew Gillum, 
potentially a key factor in a state where more than 25% of the voting age population is older than 65.13 
Nelson, unlike Gillum, ran on a centrist platform, which may have won him the support of independents 
and some Republicans. And finally, candidate race may have played a factor, with Bill Nelson being White 
and Andrew Gillum Black. Differences on the Republican side were just as noteworthy: compared to 
DeSantis, Scott was older, had a much more prominent prior career in politics and business, and arguably 
possessed a much more polarizing political history. 

Yet despite all these reasons voters may have been more inclined to support Nelson than Gillum (or 
Gillum than Nelson, or Scott than DeSantis, etc.), the striking thing about the 2018 results is just how rarely 

 
9 Two other statewide races were close but a little more decisive, with just under three points separating Jimmy Patronis from Jeremy 
Ring in the CFO race and six points separating Ashley Moody and Sean Shaw in the Attorney-General race. 
10 Many voters in Broward County—the State of Florida’s second most populous county—may not have seen the Florida Senate 
race on the ballot due to ballot design issues. See: https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2018/11/12/how-badly-designed-
ballot-might-have-swayed-election-florida/ 
11 8,220,494 ballots were cast in the Governor’s race, with DeSantis winning 4,076,186 votes, Gillum winning 4,043,723, and 
the remaining candidates taking the rest; 8,188,977 ballots were cast in the U.S. Senate race, with Scott winning 4,099,505 and 
Nelson winning 4,089,472. 
12 Duverger 1954. 
13 https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2016/comm/citizen_voting_age_population/cb16-tps18_florida.html 
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these differences mattered, and how much pure partisanship seemed to drive the results. At a county level, 
the correlation between the two-party vote share in the Governor’s race and the two-party vote share in the 
U.S. Senate race is a striking 0.99—as is the correlation between either one of the aforementioned races and 
the two-party vote share in the 2016 Presidential elections. County level vote shares in the final close race, 
that of Democrat Nikki Fried and Republican Matt Caldwell for Commissioner of Agriculture, were also 
correlated at 0.99 with each of the other races as well. Voters, it seems, are casting party-line ballots more and 
more, and at least in Florida, seem to have remained remarkably consistent from the 2016 to 2018 elections. 

Yet in an election with its two major races decided by just tens of thousands of votes out of a total 
of 21 million citizens and 13 million voters, we cannot help but wonder: what differentiated those few 
tens of thousands? What voters could Gillum or Nelson (or Caldwell) have convinced to join their cause? 
In the world of casual conversation, conjecture is king. But if we want to offer anything more than a half-
hearted “maybe if...” we need to turn to the evidence. Do any of the proposed explanations survive 
empirical testing? In other words, can we make any confident claims as to why some people voted for 
Democrat candidate Bill Nelson, but not for Democrat Andrew Gillum? Or why Fried, alone among 
Democrats, was able to cross the line first and seal the deal? If not, can we at least make some claims as 
to the kinds of precincts, if not people, that granted Fried and Nelson extra support? 

In this paper, we make use of publicly available data from the Florida Voter File and precinct-level 
election returns to identify, at the margins, where voters (via their precincts and counties) differed in the 2018 
elections. This data affords us the ability to look at, with as fine-grained a method as possible, the differences 
between the kinds of places that voted for different candidates in the 2018 elections. Beyond the notable cases 
of the Senate and Governor races, we also examine the three additional statewide competitions: the race for 
Florida’s Attorney-General, Commissioner of Agriculture and Chief Financial Officer, with the Agriculture race 
being particularly interesting as the only race where a Democrat (Nikki Fried) won. 

 
Demographics and Voting 

A long and coherent stream of literature establishes that demographic factors, such as education, 
income, age, marital status, place of residence and race, are associated with both turnout as well as support 
for particular candidates and parties.14 Some of these trends form the most well-known truisms of American 
politics: minorities (and especially African-Americans) do prefer Democrats, the young also prefer Democrats, 
while the wealthy prefer Republicans, and so on and so forth. Furthermore, individual candidate factors, such 
as gender, race, experience, incumbency and even vocal pitch can influence voters’ support for candidates.15 
Many voters have preferences for representatives like them and their communities, or candidates that they 
feel they could “have a beer with”; such familiarity can stand as a proxy for similarity of political interests and 
is easier to process than understanding the interests of the entire country,16 especially given citizens’ general 
low lack of knowledge about politics and lack of political ideological constraint.17 

Of particular relevance for this paper, given the candidates in the top-line races in the 2018 Florida 
general election, is the role played by race—of the candidate, of the voter, and of the interaction between 
the two. Race and racial attitudes continues to play an important role in recent American elections,18 and 
furthermore, there is a clear link between the race of a candidate and their electoral performance.19 
Perhaps most famously, the Bradley effect suggests that black candidates may earn fewer actual votes 

 
14 Campbell et al. 1960; Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980; Anoll 2018. 
15 Lawless & Fox 2010; Miller & Shanks 1996; Klofstad 2016. 
16 Harden & Clark 2016. 
17 Converse 1964; Zaller and others 1992; Carpini & Keeter 1996. 
18 Algara & Hale 2019; Hooghe & Dassonneville 2018; Schaffner, MacWilliams & Nteta 2018. 
19 Sonenshein 1990; Sigelman et al. 1995. 
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than polls indicate, due to the fact that whites from both major parties are less likely to vote for black 
candidates than they claim in public opinion surveys.20 Bowen and Clark found that at least some part of 
this phenomena can be seen as an outgrowth of “descriptive representation”—the tendency for voters to 
generally prefer representatives that look like they do.21 Therefore, it seems likely that in-group effects 
especially based on race might be at play in a large, diverse state such as Florida. This analysis can also be 
expanded to understanding the influence of age or gender in candidate support. 

 
County Geographic Analysis 

Existing research indicates that analyzing comprehensive statewide data is an effective way to 
explore the relationship between demographics and voting.22 To that end, we make use of the publicly-
available Florida Voter File and precinct-level returns released by the Florida Department of State to take 
a detailed look at the 2018 Florida Election. Although it is possible that the reasons behind the observed 
vote differential could be purely policy-based, because most voters are political, ideological, and policy 
innocents, we expect that demographic features such as race, age, gender, income and party registration 
at the precinct level will be significant predictors of candidate preference.23 

In Figure 1, we present choropleth maps of Florida counties where each county is colored by the 
two-party vote share. A few things immediately stand out. First, the maps make clear that most of the 
counties in Florida lean Republican, while more dense urban counties lean Democratic—a feature 
common to elections across the United States and Florida.24 As mentioned earlier in this paper, the 
majority of residents in Florida tend to be older and white individuals, and this is especially the case in 
rural areas. Urban and rural areas, however, are not universally Democratic or Republican; some counties 
with major urban centers (such as Miami-Dade, Broward and Orange) show strong Democratic support, 
while others (Hillsborough, Pinellas and Duval) are much more restrained and even occasionally 
Republican. Likewise, smaller areas tend to be more Republican, but this also varies. Some counties 
around the big bend region and panhandle are particularly dark shades of red (Dixie, Lafayette, Gilchrist 
and Holmes), while others appear in lighter shades—or even blue, in the case of counties with small cities 
in them (Alachua County and Gainesville, Leon County and Tallahassee as state capital). 

Overall, while such maps are visually tantalizing, it is difficult to draw authoritative conclusions. 
For many of the counties, the shading differs only marginally between each of the sub-figures. It is much 
more informative to look at Figure 2, which compares the performance of the Democratic candidates in 
the three closest races. In addition, Figure 2 shows the performance of the two less close races compared 
to the U.S. Senate race.25 Effectively, this map shows which Democratic candidate outperformed the other 
in which county. For instance, in Sarasota county, Bill Nelson won 46.05% of the two-party vote, while 
Andrew Gillum won 45.62% of the two-party vote. Thus, while both candidates lost, Nelson slightly 
outperformed Gillum, and so Sarasota County is colored as a light Nelson advantage. 

These figures make it easy to see, for instance, that Fried performed slight better than the top-line 
candidates, and that Shaw floundered in nearly every corner of the state. Based only on this visual 
investigation, it would appear that both Gillum and Fried did very well in Democratic strongholds such as 
Broward, Orange, Osceola, Duval and Miami-Dade County. Fried did especially well on the Florida west 

 
20 Washington 2006; Hopkins 2009. 
21 Bowen & Clark 2014. 
22 Hersh & Nall 2016. 
23 Converse 1964. 
24 Gelman 2009; Cramer 2016. 
25 For ease of discussion, we talk mostly about “Democratic” candidates here, but as all vote shares are just two-party-vote 
shares, what is said can be easily directly reversed for the Republican perspective. 
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coast as well, and over-performed in Citrus, Hernando, Pasco, Pinellas, Hillsborough, Polk, Sarasota and 
Manatee counties when compared to Nelson. While Fried did not outright win each of those counties, her 
comparatively robust performance there was crucial to her statewide victory. 

What is perhaps most noteworthy about these maps, though, is how much better Nelson did compared 
to the other Democrats—and especially to Gillum—in rural areas in general, and especially along the Big Bend 
Counties of Dixie, Lafayette, Gilchrist, Taylor and the surrounding areas. While, given the strong correlation 
between county vote shares overall, we should be careful to not overstate the magnitude of the effect, it is clear 
that Nelson remained a slightly different kind of candidate than the other Democrats—one whose incumbency, 
perhaps, buoyed him a little more in White rural areas than an ordinary Democrat could expect. We will keep 
this insight in mind as we take a deeper look into the demographic correlates of precinct voting behavior.  

Figure 1: Florida Counties Colored by the 2018 Two-Party Vote 
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Figure 2: Florida Counties Colored by Relative Democratic Candidate Performance 
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Figure 3: Florida Counties Colored by Democratic Candidate Performance Compared to Nelson 
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Precinct Statistical Analysis 
Table 1: Predicting Democratic Share of Two-Party Vote in Florida Precincts with a Party ID Variable 

 

 
 

For statistical analysis of demographic vote trends, we turn to a smaller geography: the precinct. This 
allows for more precise estimates of demographic trends, as well as a significant increase in sample size for 
statistical modeling. At core, the primary story remains the same: Democratic and Republican vote shares 
across precincts are highly correlated. In fact, the weakest correlation between candidate performance is 
0.987 (the correlation between two-party vote share in the race for Attorney-General and U.S. Senate). 

In Table 1, we use ordinary least squares to model the Democratic share of the precinct level two-
party vote as a function of standard demographic indicators, including gender, race, age, income and the 
number of registered voters in the precinct. Precinct race, age, gender and number of registered voters 
are all generated directly from the Florida voter file, yielding maximally precise statistics of the make-up 
of voters who actually turned-out to vote in their precincts. Median income, which does not exist in the 
voter file, was created from Census data mapped on to precincts as closely as possible.26 

Table 2 models the Democratic share of the vote in a similar way, but adds precinct party 
identification percentages in as well. To allow for easy comparison of estimated effect magnitudes, we 
make use of standardized regression coefficients. Positive coefficients indicate greater support for 
Democratic candidates, negative coefficients indicate weaker support for Democratic candidates. Thus, 
based on Table 2, we can suggest that a standard deviation increase in the percentage of Hispanic voters 
in a precinct yields a 0.033 standard deviation decrease in the precinct vote percentage for the Democratic 
candidate (Gillum) in the Governor’s race, a standard deviation increase in median income yields a 0.053 
standard deviation increase in precinct vote percentage for Gillum, etc.27 

 
26 To estimate median income at the precinct level, we take the Zip Code level median income estimates from the Census 
American Community Survey and match it to each individual in the Florida Voter File by zip code. From there, we aggregate up 
to the precinct, creating a weighted average of zip code median income at the precinct level. 
27 There are several especially small precincts that make statistical modeling difficult and often prove to be significant, high-
leverage outliers. As a result, we exclude precincts with fewer than 100 registered voters (192 precincts or 3.3% of the total 
dataset) from our regression analyses. Including these precincts does not fundamentally change the substance of our 
conclusions, just decreases their statistical certainty and diminishes the predictive power of the model slightly. 
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Table 2: Predicting Democratic share of Two-Party Vote in Florida Precincts with a Party ID Variable 
 

 
 

As we expected, these demographic models perform well. Across all races, we are able to explain 
roughly 70% of the variation in vote share without including party identification, and 95% of the variation 
in the dependent variable with party identification. Our independent variables, for the most part, behave 
as expected. Precincts with more Republicans are less supportive of Democratic candidates, but the 
opposite is true for Independents.28 It would appear, actually, that precincts with more voters registered 
as “no party” are more supportive of Democratic candidates across the board than precincts with high 
levels of Democratic registration, likely illustrating the number of old “Southern Democrat” voters who 
have still not changed their registration in Florida, despite primarily voting for Republicans.29 

The interpretation of the gender variable is somewhat more ambiguous and inconsistent across 
models, especially once party identification is controlled for, with Table 2 suggesting that more female voters 
in a precinct yielded larger vote shares for Democrats in every race but Attorney-General, where the 
coefficient is statistically insignificant, but slightly negative, indicating greater Republican support. Given that 

 
28 Voters that are not members of any party, typically referred to as “independents” are recorded as “no party affiliation” in Florida records. 
29 Black & Black 2002. 
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Republican Attorney-General candidate Moody was female, this is, if not expected, unsurprising. The overall 
weakness of gender as a predictor, however, is noteworthy—especially compared to other demographic 
features like race—and underscores an important yet frequently misunderstood truth of voting behavior 
and ideology: the gender gap is typically not nearly as wide as the race gap in American politics.30 That said, 
there is not much variation by gender across precinct compared to variation by income and especially race, 
so gender is somewhat difficult to interpret in these models. As with gender, minimal variation in age across 
precincts also makes it somewhat more difficult to distinguish meaningful relationships between the median 
age of a precinct and support for the Democratic candidate. 

Interpretation of the race variables, however, is straightforward: precincts with more black voters 
are more supportive of Democratic candidates, and this relationship is especially pronounced when the 
candidate in question is Black. After the party registration variables, this variable is the most important 
term in the model. In fact, if we remove every other independent variable and only use Pct. Black to predict 
the Democratic vote share in each race, the  value exceeds 0.5 for all five models (not shown). 
Interestingly, this association does not exist for all minority groups. Once we control for party 
identification in Table 2, precincts with more Hispanic voters favor Republican candidates. This might 
seem unusual, but two features of help explain it. First, unlike most Hispanics, Cuban-Americans, one of 
the largest Hispanic groups in Florida, tend to prefer the Republican party.31 Second, DeSantis’ running 
mate Jeannette Nunez is Hispanic, potentially providing additional reasons for Hispanic voters to lean 
towards Republicans this year, as well as potential increase in women support. Precincts with larger 
populations of other minority groups lean more towards the Democrats. 

The median income variable suggests that wealthier precincts are more Democratic, which is 
somewhat surprising considering that wealthy individuals historically vote for Republican candidates, even 
if the strength of this relationship is changing recently.32 However, it must be remembered that precincts 
with more wealth are also more urban, while the actual rurality of a precinct is difficult to measure and 
thus not controlled for here. While we control for the number of voters in a precinct (and increased 
numbers of voters does suggest a more Democratic precinct), using population size alone is a notoriously 
poor measure of rurality and urbanity.33 

To aid interpretation of the overall model, we present the predicted vote share received by each 
statewide candidate in different hypothetical precincts in Table 3. The first row of the table, for example, 
indicates that our model predicted that Andrew Gillum would take 52.1% of the vote in an average precinct, 
Bill Nelson take 52.3%, Sean Shaw take 49.5% and so on.34 In this case, an “average precinct” is one where 
all of the demographic variables are at their mean. The next row lists the predicted vote share for each of 
the five candidates in a hypothetical precinct where the percentage of female voters is two standard 
deviations above the mean (this would be a precinct where 65% of the voters are female); the following row 
shows predictions for a precinct where the percentage of female voters is two standard deviations below 
the mean. We do this for each independent variable in the model, allowing us to examine what would 
happen to hypothetical precincts if we just altered one demographic characteristic at a time, keeping other 

 
30 Tyson 2018. 
31 Krogstad and Flores 2016. 
32 Gelman 2009. 
33 Waldorf 2006; Belk 2019. 
34 While these numbers may seem odd, at first, given that Senator Bill Nelson did not win re-election in 2016, it is important to 
remember that the average precinct does not represent the average voter and that precincts have varying numbers of voters in them. 
Even if Nelson won the average precinct, the average voter was relatively less likely to vote for him than for ex-Governor Rick Scott 
as the 2016 voting showed, while Scott was by far the most active everywhere on the ground. 
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demographic features the same.35 However, because these precincts are hypothetical, it is important to 
recognize that they do not exactly match what real precincts look like. Instead, this table is a useful way to 
explore the relative performance of each candidate with different groups. For instance, the row for “Median 
Age (-2 sd)” tells us that Gillum and Nelson both did slightly better in younger precincts, but Shaw (Attorney 
General), Fried (Agriculture) and Ring (CFO) all did slightly worse. 

 
Table 3: Predicting Democratic Performance in Florida Precincts. 

 
Overall, these results largely confirm standard expectations. Increasing the number of voters who 

are female gives the largest boost to the female candidate and actually penalizes Shaw, who ran against a 
female opponent. The fact that Democrats have a larger projected vote share in wealthy and large precincts 
is strong indirect evidence that Democrats did better in urban areas. Although all Democrats benefit from 

 
35 When we adjust values for race or party registration variables, we update complimentary values so they always sum to 100%. 
In other words, when we “increase” the percentage of a precinct’s voters that are Black, we adjust the percentages for Whites, 
Hispanics and “other race” individuals so that we are not using impossible parameters to make predictions. 
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increasing the percentage of a precinct’s voters who are Black, such a theoretical increase gives a much 
larger boost to the two Black Democratic candidates.  

The same cannot be said for hypothetical adjustments to the percentage of a precinct that is White. 
Compare the performance of each candidate in a precinct where the percentage of registered Whites is 2 
standard deviations above and below the mean. Gillum (Governor), Shaw (Attorney-General) and Ring 
(CFO), all suffer a roughly 10 points drop in expected performance when the percentage of Whites increases. 
In sharp contrast, Fried (Agriculture) and Nelson (U.S. Senate), the two Democrats who performed best in 
this most recent election, do not see the same type of swing; their expected performance dips by only 5 
points. It is not clear that being a white candidate is the cause of this performance difference:  Ring (CFO) 
does not perform well in these hypothetical very White precincts even though he is White. But whatever 
the cause, this clear difference in performance based on the Whiteness of a precinct almost certainly helps 
explain the strong statewide performance of Fried and Nelson. The majority of Florida’s voting age 
population is White, so candidates have much to gain by limiting their losses in very White precincts. 

At the same time, the estimated percentages also suggest how minor many of these demographic 
effects are next to partisanship. While two standard deviation changes in partisanship result in wild swings 
in estimated precinct vote percentages, most of the other demographic features result in comparatively 
minor vote shifts, underscoring again the important role that partisanship plays in voting decisions. 

 
Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, we took a preliminary look at how precinct-level demographic indicators could be 
used to better understand the sources of votes for the five statewide Democratic candidates in the 2018 
Florida midterm elections. By using publicly-available statewide data, we built models that provide us with 
what we believe is the best look at understanding how five candidates of the same party could have 
slightly different vote totals and bases of support. Indicators such as race, gender, age and party 
identification can provide insight on what individuals desire from a politician, and who they are most likely 
to support. As expected, where “descriptive representation” could arise, most typically in the form of race 
and gender, it did, although party identification remained a much more important factor—as would be 
expected, given the closeness of and high level of correlation between vote totals in all races. 

Moving towards analyzing vote results at the precinct level allows us to look at very fine grained 
data about candidate performance and turnout without relying on noisy survey and exit poll data. While 
limitations remain—we can only talk about precincts, not individual voters—this kind of analysis is 
particularly useful for drawing conclusions when races are extremely close. For example, the largest 
publicly available election survey in 2018 (measured by sample size) is the Cooperative Congressional 
Election Study, with 60,000 respondents across the United States and 3,846 in Florida alone. Yet using this 
survey to look at differences in the Scott/Nelson race and DeSantis/Gillum race is extremely difficult. The 
kind of ticket splitting that we examine here is so uncommon that there are not enough observations in 
the CCES data to make analyzing it worthwhile. Without tens of thousands of survey responses in Florida 
it is not possible to make confident claims about individual level behavior at such narrow margins. 

In conclusion, while the results of the 2018 Florida election were strikingly close, there are a few 
interesting tidbits that can be drawn out. Fried, for example, did not win by commanding a dramatically 
different base than the other Democrats—she won by performing just a tiny bit better with 
independents, almost as well as Gillum among African-Americans, and better than all other Democrats 
other than Nelson among whites. She also held down Republican margins in crucial areas of the state 
compared to Gillum, especially bordering the Gulf Coast, while marginally outperforming Senator 
Nelson in South and Central Florida. There is no magic bullet for Democrats lurking in this data—just a 
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few minor differences in an otherwise very similar coalition that turned out to be just enough for Fried, 
but not enough for Nelson and Gillum. 

 

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for Select Precinct Level Variables 
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