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Electoral College: Overview

The U.S. Constitution on the Electoral College

How Electors Are Chosen
According to the Constitution, electors are to be chosen in each state “in such manner as the legislature
thereof may direct.”

Most states provide for the popular election of electors. Some variations do exist. For instance:

In Florida and Colorado, the state legislatures choose electors.

In Maine and Nebraska, the “district plan” is used. Two electors are chosen from the state at large and one
is chosen from each Congressional district.

A Calendar of the Electoral College Process

Tuesday after the First Monday of November

Voters cast ballots for all electors representing a 
particular party in each state.

Monday after the Second Wednesday in December 

Electors of party winning the popular vote in each state 
cast ballots for the president and vice president.

January 6th 
Ballots cast by the electors are counted by Congress.

January 20th 
Candidate receiving majority of electoral votes becomes 
president.
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12th Amendment 

The Electors shall meet in their
respective States, and vote by ballot

for President and Vice President . . .
the person having the greatest
number of (electoral) votes for
President, if such number be a
majority of the whole number

of Electors appointed.

Art. II, Sec. 1, Cl. 2

Each State shall appoint, in such
manner as the legislature thereof
may direct, a number of Electors,

equal to the whole number of
Senators and Representatives, to
which the state may be entitled in

Congress . . .
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Problems with the Electoral College System

Problem 1  The winner of the popular vote may
not necessarily win the presidency. This may be a
result of:

The “winner take all” system, which gives the winner of
the popular vote in each state all of that state’s electoral
votes, even if the victory was by a slim margin.

Each state is guaranteed two electors because it has two
Senate seats; however, this distribution of votes does not
match the state’s population and voter distribution.

The law doesn’t require electors to vote for the candidate
favored by the popular vote; therefore, electors may vote
for someone other than their party’s candidate.

Problem 2  It is possible that no one will receive the majority of electoral votes required to win the
election. In this case, the House of Representatives must choose the president. This could present serious
problems because:

The voting is by states and not by representatives; that is, each state’s representatives must decide unanimously on a
candidate.

A state could lose a vote if its representatives can not reach consensus.

A majority of states must decide an election. This could be impossible if a strong third-party candidate was involved.

Problem 3  The electoral college also forces presidential candidates to focus their campaigns on the
“big ticket” states, that is, the most populous states with the most electoral votes. Look at the map and you’ll
understand why so much attention is paid to states like California and Texas.
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Electoral College Case Study: 2000 Presidential Election

George W. Bush defeated Al Gore in the 2000 presidential race. Although Bush received
50,456,169 popular votes, 539,947 fewer than his Democratic opponent, he won in the
electoral college (including Florida’s disputed electoral votes,) and thus won the election,
illustrating how winning the popular vote does not guarantee an election.
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2000 Presidential Election Results, by State 
in thousands

Democratic Popular Vote

Democratic Electoral Vote

Republican Popular Vote

Republican Electoral Vote DR

270 Total266

NE             5433,862
231,780

NV             4301,575
279,978

NH             4273,559
266,348

NJ     151,284,173
1,788,850

NM       5286,417
286,783

NY     332,403,374
4,107,697

NC           131,631,163
1,257,692

ND             3174,852
95,284

OH           212,350,363
2,183,628

OK             8744,337
474,276

OR       7713,577
720,342

PA     232,281,127
2,485,967

RI       4130,555
249,508

SC             8786,892
566,037

SD             3190,700
118,804

TN           111,061,949
981,720

TX           323,799,639
2,433,746

UT             5515,096
203,053

VT       3119,775
149,022

VA           131,437,490
1,217,290

WA     111,108,864
1,247,652

WV             5336,475
295,4997

WI     111,237,279
1,242,987

WY             3147,947
60,481

DC       218,073
171,923

MT             3
137,126
240,178

MO           11
1,111,138
1,189,924

MS             7
404,614

572,844

MN     10
1,168,266
1,109,659

MI     18
2,170,418

1,953,139

MA     12
1,616,487

878,502

MD     10
1,144,008

813,827

ME       4
319,951
286,616

LA             9
792,344

927,871

KY             8
638,923

872,520

KS             6
399,276

622,332

ID             4
138,637

336,937

IA       7
638,517
634,373

IL     22
2,589,026

2,019,421

IN           12
901,980

1,245,836

HI       4
205,286
137,845

GA           13
1,116,230

1,419,720

FL           25
2,912,253
2,912,790

DE       3137,288
180,068

CT       8561,094
816,015

CO             8883,748
738,227

CA     544,567,429
5,861,203

AR             6472,940
422,768

AZ             8781,652
685,341

AK             3167,398
79,004

AL             9941,173
692,611
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