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Democratic Advantage for ’18 

Might Not be What it Seems 
 

A Democratic advantage in preference for the 2018 midterm elections fades to insignificance 

among the most likely voters in the latest ABC News/Washington Post poll, signs of the 

Democrats’ enduring challenges in turning out their voters in off-year contests. 

 

In a hypothetical national ballot, Democratic congressional candidates hold a robust 11-point 

lead over their GOP counterparts, 51-40 percent, among registered voters overall. But winnow 

down to those who say they voted in the last midterms and are certain to do so again and the 

contest snaps essentially to a dead heat, 48-46 percent. 

 

 
 

That’s in part because the 2014 midterms were so successful for the Republicans, who won the 

Senate and padded their House majority that year. But past voting is the best predictor of future 

voting, making it clear that the Democrats will have to change the dynamic to prevail in the next 

midterms a year off from now. 

 

It may not be easy. For one thing, despite Donald Trump’s historic unpopularity, almost as many 

Americans say they’ll vote in 2018 to show support for Trump as to show opposition to him, 22 

vs. 26 percent, with half saying he won’t be a factor. Indeed 57 percent of Republicans say 
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they’ll vote to show support for Trump, while fewer Democrats, 46 percent, intend to send a 

message against him. 

 

Further, among the survey’s results: 

 

• Just 27 percent of Americans express confidence in the Democrats in Congress “to make 

the right decisions for the country’s future,” matching the low set when the question last 

was asked January 2014, and a wide 16 points below its peak in 2009. The Democrats’ 

confidence rating is almost as poor as the Republicans’ in Congress (21 percent trust) and 

worse than Trump’s (34 percent).  

 

 
 

The main change for congressional Democrats from their peak in 2009, moreover, is 

diminished trust in some of their key support groups – under 30s (down 27 points in 

trust), Democrats themselves (down 26 points) and liberals (down 21 points). 

 

• The Democratic Party leads the GOP among all Americans as being “more concerned 

with the needs of people like you” (49-36 percent) and as “better representing your own 

personal values” (46-37 percent). But the Democrats had advantages that big on these 

same questions in October 2014, and still got hammered a few weeks later.  

 

Indeed today, the Democratic lead on concern with “the needs of people like you” shrinks from 

13 points among all adults to a mere 3 points among those most likely to vote in 2018. And the 

9-point Democratic advantage on personal values among all Americans goes to a non-significant 

3-point Republican advantage among the likeliest 2018 voters. 
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Similarly, the Democrats enjoy an 11-point advantage among all adults in the sense that the 

country would be better off if they took control of Congress in a year’s time, 37-26 percent. 

Among the likeliest voters, though, this shrinks to essentially nothing, 2 points. 

 

The Democrats’ counterargument is that 2018 won’t be a rerun of 2014, so limiting likely voters 

to those who reported voting four years ago distorts the results. And it’s true that the Democrats 

do far better (a 13-point lead in the generic ballot) among registered voters who say they’re 

certain to vote in 2018, without requiring a self-reported 2014 vote. But that produces a turnout 

estimate of 59 percent, much higher than typical for a midterm. Including 2014 vote produces a 

49 percent turnout estimate, still high, but less so. (Turnout in 2014 was a record-low 37 percent 

of the voting-age population, per the website electproject.org. Estimates can run higher in polls 

because socially and politically engaged people are more apt than others to participate in them.) 

 

Much of the Democratic disadvantage is built-in. Some of their strongest supporters are young 

Americans, but only 68 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds report being registered to vote, compared 

with 92 percent of those age 50 and up, a better group for the Republicans. Similarly, 72 percent 

of nonwhites report being registered, vs. 88 percent of whites. Partly reflecting these differences, 

self-reported registration ranges from 79 percent among independents to 86 percent among 

Democrats, while peaking at 91 percent among Republicans.  

 

These gaps carry over into 2018 voting scenarios. The share of 18- to 29-year-olds goes from 21 

percent among all adults to 18 percent among registered voters and 10 percent among those 

likeliest to vote in 2018. The share of whites in these groups goes from 64 to 68 to 73 percent, 
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respectively. The share of Democrats is essentially level, about 32 percent, while the share of 

Republicans goes from 23 to 25 to 29 percent. 

 
                       All adults      Reg. voters    Likeliest voters 

    Age 18-29             21%               18%              10% 

    Age 50+               46                52               67 

 

    Whites                64                68               73 

    Nonwhites             36                31               26 

  

    Democrats             31                33               32 

    Republicans           23                25               29 

    Independents          38                36               34 

 

    Approve Trump         37                38               45 

    Disapprove Trump      59                58               54 

 

 

TRUMP EFFECT? – While Trump’s unpopularity presents an opportunity for the Democrats, 

it’s currently far from crystallized. In July, Americans said they were more likely to show 

opposition to Trump in 2018 than to show support for him by a 6-point margin; now it’s 4 points. 

The change itself isn’t large enough to be meaningful, but July’s 6-point gap was statistically 

significant, while the new 4-point gap isn’t. 

 

Further, Trump supporters, while fewer in number, show higher levels of motivation. Among 

those who approve of his performance in office, 59 percent say they’ll vote in 2018 to show 

support for him; among his 2016 voters, 61 percent say so. But contrast, many fewer Trump 

critics say they’ll cast a ballot in 2018 to show opposition to the president – 43 percent of his 

disapprovers, and 49 percent of Hillary Clinton voters. 

 

There is, at the same time, the wildcard of potential anti-incumbency. While it’s typically a more 

potent force in bad economic times, 60 percent of Americans overall say they’re inclined to look 

around for someone new in their congressional district. That’s down from a peak of 68 percent in 

March 2014, and it slips to 55 percent among the likeliest 2018 voters, but still may bear 

watching in the campaign year ahead. 

 

METHODOLOGY – This ABC News/Washington Post poll was conducted by landline and 

cellular telephone Oct. 29-Nov. 1, 2017, in English and Spanish, among a random national 

sample of 1,005 adults, including 884 registered voters. Results have a margin of sampling error 

of 3.5 and 4 percentage points for the full sample and registered voters, respectively, including 

the design effect. Partisan divisions for the full sample are 31-23-38 percent, Democrats-

Republicans-independents. 

 

The survey was produced for ABC News by Langer Research Associates of New York, N.Y., 

with sampling, data collection and tabulation by Abt Associates of Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

See details on the survey’s methodology here. 

 

Analysis by Gary Langer. 

 

http://abcnews.go.com/PollingUnit/story?id=5984818&page=1
http://langerresearch.com/
http://abcnews.go.com/US/PollVault/abc-news-polling-methodology-standards/story?id=145373
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ABC News polls can be found at ABCNEWS.com at http://abcnews.com/pollingunit. 

 

Media contacts: Heather Riley or Julie Townsend.    

 

Full results follow.     
 

1, 3-13, 15, 22, 24-32 previously released; 23 held for release. 

 

*= less than 0.5 percent 

 

2. How much confidence do you have in [ITEM] to make the right decisions for the 

country's future - a great deal of confidence, a good amount, just some or none at 

all? 

 

11/1/17 - Summary Table 

 

                                 Grt deal/Good amount   ----- Some/none ---- 

                                       Great    Good          Just     None    No 

                                 NET   deal    amount   NET   some    at all   op. 

a. Trump                         34     20       15     65     19       46      1  

b. the Republicans in Congress   21      6       14     76     48       28      3 

c. the Democrats in Congress     27      8       19     70     42       28      3 

 

Trend: 

 

a. Trump 

 

           Grt deal/Good amount    ----- Some/none ---- 

                 Great    Good           Just     None      No 

           NET   deal    amount    NET   some    at all   opinion 

11/1/17    34     20       15      65     19       46        1  

1/15/17    38     15       23      61     27       34        1 

 

b. the Republicans in Congress 

 

           Grt deal/Good amount    ----- Some/none ---- 

                 Great    Good           Just     None      No 

           NET   deal    amount    NET   some    at all   opinion 

11/1/17    21      6       14      76     48       28        3  

1/23/14    19      5       14      80     47       34        1  

7/11/10    26      8       18      73     43       29        1 

1/15/10    24      6       18      75     47       28        1 

10/18/09   19      4       15      79     46       33        2 

8/17/09    21      4       16      78     45       33        1 

4/24/09    21      4       16      78     50       28        2 

1/16/09    29      8       21      69     49       21        2 

 

c. the Democrats in Congress  

 

           Grt deal/Good amount    ----- Some/none ---- 

                 Great    Good           Just     None      No 

           NET   deal    amount    NET   some    at all   opinion 

11/1/17    27      8       19      70     42       28        3  

1/23/14    27      9       17      72     38       34        1  

7/11/10    32     12       20      67     35       32        1 

1/15/10    32     11       21      68     33       35        1 

10/18/09   34     12       23      64     37       27        2 

8/17/09    35     14       21      63     35       29        1 

4/24/09    36     12       24      63     38       25        1 

1/16/09    43     15       28      56     37       19        2 

 

http://abcnews.com/pollingunit
mailto:mheather.m.riley@abc.com
mailto:julie.townsend@abc.com
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On another topic,  

14. Which political party, the (Democrats) or the (Republicans), do you think [ITEM]? 

 

11/1/17 - Summary Table 

    

                                                           Both    Neither     No 

                                Democrats   Republicans   (vol.)   (vol.)    opinion     

a. better represents your       

   own personal values             46           37           3       10         3 

b. is more concerned with the 

   needs of people like you        49           36           3       10         2         

 

Trend: 

 

a. better represents your own personal values 

 

                                         Both    Neither     No 

              Democrats   Republicans   (vol.)   (vol.)    opinion 

11/1/17          46           37           3       10         3 

7/19/15          38           31           3       23         5 

10/12/14         44           36           3       10         7 

9/7/14           45           40           2       10         3 

1/23/14          43           41           2       13         2 

3/10/12          44           39           2       12         3 

10/28/10 RV      48           42           2        7         1 

9/2/10           45           42           2       10         1 

11/15/09         49           39           2        9         2 

11/4/06  RV      48           44           1        6         2 

10/8/06          53           37           2        7         1 

11/2/05          50           40           1        7         1 

4/24/05          47           38           2       10         2 

3/14/99          47           39           3        8         3 

 

b. is more concerned with the needs of people like you 

 

                                         Both    Neither     No 

              Democrats   Republicans   (vol.)   (vol.)    opinion 

11/1/17          49           36           3       10         2 

10/12/14         47           33           2       12         7 

9/7/14           47           35           2       12         3 

1/23/14          46           37           1       15         1 

3/10/12          46           36           1       13         3 

10/28/10 RV      49           38           2        8         3 

9/2/10           48           39           2       11         1 

11/15/09         51           36           2        9         3 

10/8/06          58           30           2        9         1 

8/6/06           56           30           1       12         2 

11/2/05          56           33           1        9         1 

 

 

16. Most people skip the congressional elections in off-years when there’s no 

presidential race. How about you - did you vote in the congressional election in 2014, 

or did you skip that like most people? 

 

                                      Too young  

          Did vote   Did not vote   to vote (vol.)   No opinion 

11/1/17      48            46              3              3 

7/13/17      54            43             NA              3 
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17. How likely are you to vote in the congressional election in 2018 – are you 

absolutely certain to vote, will you probably vote, are the chances 50-50, or less 

than that? 

 

                                                        Don't think     

             Certain   Probably   Chances   Less than    will vote      No 

             to vote     vote      50/50      50/50       (vol.)      opinion 

11/1/17        56         20        16          6            2           1 

7/13/17        58         17        13          8            4           1 

 

11/1/17 RV     62         19        14          3            1           * 

7/13/17 RV     66         17        11          4            1           1 

 

Compare to: 

I'd like you to rate the chances that you will vote in the Congressional election the 

week after next: Are you absolutely certain to vote, will you probably vote, are the 

chances 50-50, or less than that?  

 

                                                          Don't think   Already 

               Certain   Probably   Chances   Less than    will vote     voted    No 

               to vote     vote      50/50      50/50        (vol.)      (vol.)   op. 

10/26/14  RV     59         15        11          7            1            6      * 

10/12/14* RV     63         15        15          5            2            1      0 

9/7/14    RV     71         16         9          2            1           NA      * 

6/1/14    RV     74         12         9          4            1                   * 

4/27/14   RV     68         15        12          4            1            "      * 

10/28/10  RV     64         13        11          5            1            7      0 

10/3/10   RV     70         15         9          5            2           NA      * 

9/2/10    RV     70         14        14          1            1                   0 

7/11/10   RV     73         13        11          2            *                   * 

6/6/10    RV     72         14        11          3            *            "      0 

11/4/06   RV     70         11         7          4            2            5      * 

10/22/06  RV     75         14         7          3            *            1      2 

*10/12/14 "next month," 9/7/14 and previous "in November," except for 10/28/10 and 

11/04/06 "next week's Congressional election" 

 

 

18. Right now, are you inclined to vote to re-elect your representative in Congress in 

the next election, or are you inclined to look around for someone else to vote for? 

 

                                       Depends 

              Re-elect   Look around   (vol.)    No opinion 

11/1/17          26          60           6           8 

10/12/14         24          58           5          14 

9/7/14           23          67           3           8 

4/27/14          22          66           4           8 

3/2/14           22          68           3           8 

1/23/14          27          63           3           7 

10/20/13         24          66           4           6 

2/4/12           34          53           3           9 

11/3/11          31          59           3           8 

7/17/11          30          63           2           5 

6/5/11           34          55           4           6 

10/28/10         32          50           7          11 

10/3/10          29          55           9           7 

9/2/10           31          58           5           6 

7/11/10          25          60           6           8 

6/6/10           29          60           5           6 

4/25/10  RV      32          57           7           4 

2/8/10           36          56           4           4 

11/15/09         38          50           6           5 

5/15/06          35          55           6           4 

6/5/05           40          50           8           3 
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2/21/02          40          48           7           6 

10/31/99         41          47           8           3 

9/28/99          44          46          NA          10 

7/12/98          42          44           5          10 

1/19/98          47          41           7           4 

8/27/97          34          52           9           5 

11/6/94  RV      37          47           7           8 

10/31/94         35          56           2           7 

10/23/94         32          58           4           6 

9/11/94          36          53           4           7 

6/26/94          35          54           6           5 

3/27/94          32          56           6           7 

1/23/94          32          46          10          12 

11/14/93         38          52           5           5 

8/21/92  RV      35          48           5          12 

7/8/92           34          54           3           9 

6/7/92           36          53           4           7 

4/9/92           33          56           3           8 

3/18/92          35          56           3           5 

3/11/92          36          54           3           7 

2/2/92           38          51           4           7 

10/21/91         31          55           7           6 

6/2/91           37          49           5           9 

11/4/90  LV      41          50          NA           8 

10/14/90         36          57           "           7 

5/21/90          43          50           3           3 

5/23/89          45          44           4           6 

 

 

19. If the election for the U.S. House of Representatives were being held today, would 

you vote for (the Democratic candidate) or (the Republican candidate) in your 

congressional district? Would you lean toward the (Democratic candidate) or toward the 

(Republican candidate)? 

 

NET LEANED VOTE PREFERENCE – REG VOTERS 

 

               Dem     Rep     Other    Neither    Would not      No 

               cand.   cand.   (vol.)    (vol.)   vote (vol.)   opinion 

11/1/17         51      40       1         3           1           4 

 

10/24/16 LV     47      46       1         1           1           4 

10/13/16        48      42       1         3           1           5 

5/19/16         45      45       *         3           1           6  

10/26/14        47      44       1         2           1           5 

10/12/14        46      44       1         3           1           5 

9/7/14          46      44       1         4           1           4 

6/1/14          47      45       1         3           1           4 

4/27/14         45      44       1         2           1           7 

3/2/14          46      45       1         3           *           5 

1/23/14         45      46       1         3           1           5 

12/15/13        47      45       1         4           1           3 

10/20/13        48      40       1         5           1           4 

5/19/13         48      40       2         4           1           6 

10/28/10        49      44       1         2           *           3 

10/3/10         47      43       1         3           1           5 

9/2/10*         45      47       1         2           1           5 

7/11/10         46      47       *         2           *           5 

6/6/10          47      44       2         2           1           4 

4/25/10         48      43       1         2           1           6 

3/26/10         48      44       1         2           *           4 

2/8/10          45      48       *         3           *           4 

10/22/06        54      41       *         1           *           3 

10/8/06         54      41       *         1           1           3 
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9/7/06          50      42       *         3           2           4 

8/6/06          52      39       *         2           1           5 

6/25/06         52      39       1         3           1           4 

5/15/06         52      40       1         3           1           4 

4/9/06          55      40       *         2           *           3 

1/26/06         54      38       1         3           1           5 

12/18/05        51      41       1         3           1           4 

11/2/05         52      37       1         4           2           6 

7/15/02         47      46       1         1           1           4 

1/27/02**       43      50      NA         2           1           5 

9/6/00          49      42                 2           1           6 

7/23/00         46      45                 3           1           5 

2/27/00         45      46                 2           1           5 

10/31/99        50      43                 3           1           3 

9/2/99          48      44                 3           *           5 

3/14/99         50      41                 2           1           6 

2/14/99         48      41                 3           1           7 

1/30/99         49      39                 8           1           3 

11/1/98         51      43                 4           *           2 

10/25/98        48      43                 3           1           4 

10/18/98        49      44                 3           1           4 

9/28/98         49      44                 2           *           4 

9/13/98         49      43                 3           1           4 

8/21/98         48      45                 3           1           3 

7/12/98         47      45                 2           *           6 

1/31/98         49      40                 2           1           8 

1/19/98         47      44                 3           1           5 

10/8/96         51      41                 2           1           5 

9/29/96         48      41                 3           1           7 

9/22/96         50      43                 2           1           4 

9/15/96         49      45                 1           1           4 

9/4/96          48      44                 3           *           5 

8/29/96         53      39                 3           1           5 

8/28/96         51      40                 3           1           5 

8/27/96         51      41                 3           0           5 

8/26/96         51      41                 3           0           5 

8/25/96         48      43                 3           1           6 

8/24/96         47      43                 2           1           6 

8/19/96         49      42                 3           0           6 

8/18/96         45      46                 3           0           6 

8/15/96         46      43                 4           1           5 

8/14/96         48      42                 3           1           6 

8/13/96         49      43                 3           0           5 

8/12/96         49      42                 3           1           5 

8/11/96         49      40                 4           1           6 

8/10/96         49      41                 4           1           5 

8/5/96          48      45                 2           1           4 

6/30/96         49      44                 3           *           3 

5/22/96         52      41                 3           1           3 

3/17/96         48      48                 2           *           2 

3/10/96         51      43                 2           *           4 

1/21/96         52      43                 3           1           1 

11/13/95        51      43                 4           *           2 

10/1/95         49      44                 3           *           3 

11/6/94         47      42                 5           2           5 

10/31/94        48      44                 4           1           3 

10/23/94        50      45                 2           1           2 

10/9/94         46      47                 3           2           2 

9/11/94         50      45                 1           1           4 

8/7/94          49      42                 4           1           4 

3/27/94         49      35                 6           1           9 

2/27/94         50      40                 8           1           2 

10/21/91        51      41                 4           *           4 
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7/28/91         49      41                 6           *           3 

6/2/91          48      42                 4           1           5 

11/4/90         51      41                 5           *           3 

10/14/90        50      41                 5           *           3 

9/9/90          47      46                 3           *           3 

7/24/90         51      41                 4           1           4 

5/21/90         47      45                 5           1           2 

10/10/88        52      41                 2           1           4 

9/19/88         51      39                 3           1           6 

6/22/85         48      44                 5           *           3 

10/16/84        52      44                 2          NA           5 

9/11/84         53      45                 2                       1 

7/8/84          58      40                 2                       1 

10/27/82        58      39                NA                       3 

10/11/82        55      36                                         9 

9/13/82         58      36                                         6 

11/22/81        53      41       "         "           "           7 

*9/2/10 and previous: "Will not vote (vol.)" 

**1/27/02 and previous: No "other candidate" option recorded 

 

 

20. If you vote in the congressional elections in 2018, will it be to show (support 

for) Trump, to show (opposition to) Trump, or will Trump not be part of your decision? 

 

               Support   Opposition   Not a factor   No opinion 

11/1/17          22          26           49              2 

7/13/17          19          25           50              6 

 

11/1/17 RV       24          27           47              2 

7/13/17 RV       20          24           51              5 

 

 

Obama: 

10/26/14 RV      16          26           56              2 

10/12/14 RV      14          22           62              1 

9/7/14   RV      19          27           54              1 

1/23/14  RV      19          25           54              2 

10/28/10 RV      25          24           50              1 

9/2/10   RV      25          27           47              1 

3/26/10  RV      25          24           49              1 

 

Bush: 

11/4/06  RV      17          31           50              2 

10/22/06 RV      17          31           50              2 

10/8/06  RV      18          35           47              1 

5/15/06  All     12          30           58              1 

11/4/02  LV      29          15           55              1 

11/3/02  LV      29          17           52              1 

11/2/02  LV      30          15           54              1 

10/27/02 LV      33          18           49              1 

 

Clinton: 

11/1/98 LV*      10          13           77              * 

10/25/98 LV      15          15           70              1 

10/18/98 LV      12          12           76              1 

9/28/98 LV       14          18           67              1 

*11/1/98 and previous: “Is one of the reasons you support this candidate…” 

 

 

21. Suppose the Democrats win control of Congress in next year’s elections. Do you 

think the country would be better off, worse off, or would it not make any difference? 

 

                                 No         No 
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            Better   Worse   difference   opinion 

11/1/17       37      26         34          3 

 

Compare to:  

If the Republicans win control of Congress in this November's elections, do you think 

the country will be better off, worse off, or will it not make any difference? 

                                 No         No 

            Better   Worse   difference   opinion 

10/30/10*     34      28         36          1 

10/9/94**     34      18         45          3 

*CNN/ORC 

**CNN/USA Today/Gallup 

 

 

*** END *** 


