Two Different Universes: Polling and Election Results

Patrick Ruffini’s analysis of 3,312 Senate polls from the 2018 through 2024 election cycles found that
73% overstated Democratic performance relative to the eventual election result. The average error was
3.7 percentage points in the Democratic direction, rising to nearly six points during the summer before
narrowing as Election Day approached. The evidence demonstrates a pronounced recent tendency for
Senate polling—especially early polling—to create expectations of Democratic strength greater than
what voters ultimately delivered.

On August 18, 2026, pollster Patrick Ruffini published a data analysis titled “Why Senate
polling is always worse in summer.” He examined 3,312 publicly released U.S. Senate polls
from the former FiveThirtyEight archive, covering the four election cycles from 2018 through
2024.

His principal findings were:

Measure Ruffini’s finding
Election cycles examined 2018, 2020, 2022 and 2024
Senate polls examined 3,312
Average directional error 3.7 points too Democratic
Polls overstating the Democrat’s performance 73%
Average Democratic overstatement in late July Approximately 5.9 points

Average Democratic overstatement by Election Day Approximately 2.6 points

In other words, during those four cycles, almost three-quarters of Senate polls showed the
Democratic candidate doing better than that candidate ultimately did. The effect was particularly
strong during the summer and generally diminished as pollsters began using more rigorous
likely-voter models and voters became more engaged.

What “3.7 points too Democratic” means

This refers to the margin between the candidates, not necessarily to the Democrat’s individual
vote percentage.

For example:

e Poll: Democrat leads by 4 points.
e Election: Republican wins by 1 point.



e Polling error: 5 points in the Democratic direction.

Thus, Ruffini’s finding supports the proposition that recent Senate polls have frequently created
inflated expectations of Democratic strength, including making some eventual Republican
victories appear to be ties or Democratic leads.

He highlighted several examples:

e Inthe 2020 South Carolina Senate race, a summer Quinnipiac poll showed Lindsey Graham and
Jaime Harrison tied; Graham ultimately won by approximately 10 points.

e In Ohioin 2022, Tim Ryan led in most summer polls before J.D. Vance won by approximately 6
points.

e In Ohio in 2024, Sherrod Brown led in nearly every poll before October, but Bernie Moreno
ultimately defeated him.

Was Ruffini actually proving that Democrats were “over-
sampled”?

That wording is close, but somewhat stronger than what Ruffini directly demonstrated.

His analysis established a recurring pro-Democratic polling error: Democratic margins in the
polls were larger than Democratic margins in the actual election. It did not, by itself, examine
every poll’s raw respondents and prove that pollsters deliberately—or even literally—placed too

many self-identified Democrats in every sample.

Several different mechanisms can produce the same Democratic-leaning error:

1. Too many Democrats or too few Republicans responding.

2. The Republicans who agree to take polls being less Republican than the Republicans who
decline.

3. Polls surveying registered voters who do not ultimately vote.

4. Misjudging turnout among low-propensity or newly registered voters.

5. Incorrectly estimating how Hispanic, working-class or non-college voters will divide.

6. Genuine movement in voter opinion between the summer poll and Election Day.

So the technically strongest description is “systematic overestimation of Democratic
performance.”

The official polling profession found a similar pattern



The American Association for Public Opinion Research’s post-election study found that 2024
was the third consecutive presidential election in which polls underestimated Republican
performance relative to Democratic performance.

Looking at polls conducted during the final two weeks of the campaign, AAPOR calculated that
Democratic margins were overstated by:

e 3.1 points in 2016
e 4.6 points in 2020
e 2.7 points in 2024

That is especially significant because these were final polls, not summer snapshots. AAPOR also
found that 2024 polls underrepresented Republican voters in Republican-leaning areas relative to
Democrats in those same areas, overstated Democratic support among Hispanic voters, and
underestimated the proportion of 2024 voters who had not voted in 2020.

AAPOR’s 2020 investigation likewise concluded that nonresponse probably contributed to the
Democratic overstatement. One plausible explanation was that too many Democrats and too
few Republicans responded, but the investigators cautioned that they could not conclusively
distinguish that from “within-party nonresponse”—for example, Republican poll respondents
being more Democratic-leaning than Republican nonrespondents.

Thus, there is credible professional evidence for a sample-and-response imbalance



