
THE PARTY DECIDES:
COORDINATION FAILURE AND SUCCESS 

IN THE 2016 NOMINATION

Hans Noel 
Georgetown University
hcn4@georgetown.edu

   @ProfHansNoel
http://hansnoel.com





THE PARTY DECIDES:
COORDINATION FAILURE AND SUCCESS 

IN THE 2016 NOMINATION

Hans Noel 
Georgetown University
hcn4@georgetown.edu

   @ProfHansNoel
http://hansnoel.com



THE PARTY DECIDES



THE PARTY DECIDES

“Kind of an academic DaVinci Code for figuring out 
the presidential primary process.” – Jason Zengerle

“Probably been both the most-cited and the most-
maligned book of this election cycle.” – Nate Silver

“The most influential political-science book in recent 
memory” – The Economist (see also here.)

“I have yet to bend the knee to the 2008 book The 
Party Decides—which most political scientists cite with 
the kind of reverence usually reserved for holy 
scriptures.” – Ed Kilgore

“The primary theory driving how political analysts have 
thought about presidential campaigns.” –  Dan Drezner

http://www.gq.com/story/marco-rubio-jeb-bush-gop-fight
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/the-republican-party-may-be-failing
http://www.economist.com/news/books-and-arts/21693910-2016-campaign-putting-most-influential-political-science-book-recent-memory
http://www.economist.com/blogs/economist-explains/2016/03/economist-explains-9?fsrc=scn/tw/te/bl/ed/whythepresssaiddonaldtrumpcouldneverwin
http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/political-animal-a/2015_07/endorsements_and_the_2016_demo056491.php
https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/02/23/my-very-peculiar-and-speculative-theory-of-why-the-gop-has-not-stopped-donald-trump/




July 16, 2015 
Hans Noel

Trump has literally no chance of winning. 
Sanders has very little chance. 

The Republican Party is not going to nominate 
Donald Trump. Right now, the party is 
scrambling to find a way to keep him from 
participating in the debates. They are not 
undecided on his candidacy. He may be doing 
OK in some polls (20 percent may be first, but 
it’s not winning), but he is also hated within the 
party. In even the weakest reading of our book 
on presidential nominations, party leaders have 
some agency, at least enough to stop a 
buffoon. Trump is about to prove that having a 
lot of money, and even leading in early polls, 
does not predict a victory. (In that way, he's a 
boon to political science.)

http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-could-damage-the-republican-image-party-leaders-worry/2015/07/08/2ec75b4c-25ab-11e5-b72c-2b7d516e1e0e_story.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2015/07/republicans_are_scared_of_what_donald_trump_will_say_at_the_fox_news_debate.html
https://today.yougov.com/news/2015/07/09/gop-frontrunner-donald-trump/
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trumps-popularity-rises-negative-clinton-regains-positive-territory/story?id=32450539
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/wp/2015/06/17/why-no-one-should-take-donald-trump-seriously-in-1-very-simple-chart/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Party-Decides/150937968298602
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… My hypothesis is that GOP decision-makers also 
read the same analyses and concluded that they did 
not need to do anything to stop Trump.” 
–  Dan Drezner

“The primary theory driving how political analysts have 
thought about presidential campaigns.
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THE PARTY DECIDES
… My hypothesis is that GOP decision-makers also 
read the same analyses and concluded that they did 
not need to do anything to stop Trump.” 
–  Dan Drezner

“The primary theory driving how political analysts have 
thought about presidential campaigns.

“But widely discussed academic books are rarely 
actually read in detail. At a high level, it's clear that the 
main impact of the party decides theory has been 
to prevent people from panicking about Trump, 
when a little Trump panic is exactly what would have 
been needed to bring about the theory's predictions.” 
– Matt Yglesias

https://www.washingtonpost.com/posteverything/wp/2016/02/23/my-very-peculiar-and-speculative-theory-of-why-the-gop-has-not-stopped-donald-trump/
http://www.vox.com/2016/2/23/11099800/party-decides-trump
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I. Presidential  

nomination process    
in the United States

II. The Party Decides

III. What the book tells us 
about 2016

IV. What 2016 tells us 
about the book

V. A look at the 2016 
General Election
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Candidates want to win the office. 
Party wants to nominate the best candidate

2. Expand definition of the party 
Party includes groups and activists. 

3. Parties struggle to control nominations 
“Before and After Reform”
Co-evolution of challenges, party leaders

4. The party uses the invisible primary 
Coordinate
Can think like a party

5. Party helps its choice win 
Signals to voters
Resources and information to win 
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How do we know they have coordinated? 
Look at their preferences
Not primary votes or polls
Settled on “endorsements”

What if they don’t coordinate? 
What challenges might prevent them?
Have they had it easy since 1976?
Why didn't Republicans coordinate in 2016?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!

4. The party uses the invisible primary 
Coordinate
Can think like a party
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REPUBLICANS
2016

Candidates trying to 
convince the party they 
are the best to coordinate 
around. 

REPUBLICANSTRUMP

A brokered convention. 
No candidate has an outright 
majority of delegates. The 
delegates make their choice.
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SENATE



House of Representatives Senate President
435 members
Directly elected by FPTP in 
districts

100 members
Directly elected by FPTP 
in states (2 per)

Separate election
“Indirect” Electoral College
Head of Government
+State



Democrats Republicans

2016 SENATE RACES



Democrats
Safe
Favored
Tossup

Republicans
Safe
Favored
Tossup

2016 SENATE RACES
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TWO PARTY SYSTEM



FIRST PAST 
THE POST

PROPORTIONAL 
REPRESENTATION

single-member districts multi-member districts

plurality winner allocated by proportion. 
30% of vote ≈ 30% of seats 

direct representation
by district

indirect representation
by party

two-parties multiple parties
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U.S. DISPROPORTIONALITY

Top Two Parties’ Performance in U.S. House 
Elections
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THE PARTY DECIDES
What if they don’t coordinate? 

What challenges might prevent them?
Have they had it easy since 1976?
Why aren’t Republicans coordinating in 2016?



1880 Republican National Convention, Chicago, Ill. 



Garfield won on the 36th ballot, after Grant and Blaine dominated through the 35th.
1880 Republican National Convention, Chicago, Ill. 
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Garfield won on the 36th ballot, after Grant and Blaine dominated through the 35th.
1880 Republican National Convention, Chicago, Ill. 
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How do we know they have coordinated? 
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THE PARTY DECIDES

How do we know they have coordinated? 
Look at their preferences
Not primary votes or polls
Settled on “endorsements”

What if they don’t coordinate? 
What challenges might prevent them?
Have they had it easy since 1976?
Why didn't Republicans coordinate in 2016?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!

4. The party uses the invisible primary 
Coordinate
Can think like a party



ACTIVIST SURVEY
YouGOV/Huffington Post
Activism Screen

Have done at least two of the following:
• Contributed money to a political candidate 
• Attended a political campaign event such as a fundraiser or rally
• Done volunteer work for a political campaign
• Made phone calls to voters asking them to support a political candidate

OR at least one of the following
• Been a paid staffer for a political campaign or an elected public official
• Run for or held elected public office
• Been an official in a political party (such as a local party chair or a 

precinct representative)

July 8-12, 2015
September 22-28, 2015
January 14-20, 2016

} 38%

500 Democrats
500 Republicans
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No preference

Other
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Bernie Sanders
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Hillary Clinton
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