
The American Election 
Process 

What goes into an election? 
How are candidates selected? 

What is the Electoral College?  



What is an “election”? 

•  An election is a 
formal process 
where members of a 
community choose 
an individual to run 
for public office 
–  National 
–  State 
–  Local 



When were the first elections 
started? 

•  Elections were first 
used in Greece / 
Rome to select 
leaders 

•  Used often in colonial 
America  
–  Continental Congress 
–  Federal government 



How are people selected to 
run in elections? 

•  Often times candidates 
must be nominated 
either by their party or 
citizens 

•  Five (5) ways to get 
your name out there: 
–  Self-announcement 
–  Caucus 
–  Convention 
–  Primary 
–  Petition 



What is a “self-announcement”? 

•  A self-announcement is 
where the candidate 
declares their intent to 
run without a major 
party’s consent 

•  Often see this with third 
party candidates 
–  Lack a stable political 

party 



What is a “caucus”? 

•  A caucus is where 
groups of citizens 
meet to select their 
candidate 

•  Very popular in the 
18th Century 
–  Still used today for 

state / local offices 



The Iowa Caucus 



What is a “convention”? 

•  A convention is 
where party 
delegates gather to 
select a candidate 

•  Most typical form of 
nomination 
–  Used by both of the 

major political parties 
in the US  



What is a “primary”? 
•  A primary is an inter-

party election 
–  Candidates from within 

one party run to see who 
will get the nomination 

•  Closed Primary 
–  Only party members can 

vote 
•  Open Primary 

–  Anybody can vote 
•  Blanket Primary 

–  Anybody can run or vote 



What is a “petition”? 

•  A petition is where a 
candidate tried to 
gain voter’s 
signatures in order 
to appear on the 
ballot 

•  Used mainly for 
state / local offices  



What are the basic rules of 
an election in the US? 

•  Basic Election Rules: 
–  Regular elections 
–  Limited terms 
–  “Winner Take All” 
–  Primaries for major 

parties 

•  Presidential  Election 
Rule: 
–  The Electoral College 



What goes into a political 
run for Congress? 

•  House: 
–  Raise money (“money primary”) 
–  Personal Organization 
–  Visibility 
–  Benefits of Re-election 

•  Local issues, “pork”, gerrymandering 

•  Senate: 
–  Whole state to consider 
–  MORE MONEY!!! (travel, expenses, etc.) 
–  Split Representation (Each state = 2 

senators) 



“Pork Barrel” Spending 



Gerrymandering (“Redistricting”) 

•  Gerrymandering is the 
intentional redrawing 
of election districts in 
order to ensure victory 

•  Considered illegal by 
state / Federal 
election laws 

•  Who has the power? 



Gerrymandering (2011) 



Arizona State Legislature v. Arizona 
Independent Redistricting Commission (2015) 



Could We See Reform in PA? 



Who oversees elections in 
the United States? 

•  The Constitution gives 
Congress the power to 
set elections 
–  States are responsible 

for overseeing them / 
making rules 

•  “Board of Elections” 
–  A state / local office that 

oversees polling places 
and workers  



What role does money play 
in an election? 

•  Must candidates must 
have money in order to 
run 
–  House: $1.2 million (est.) 
–  Senate: $9.6 million (est.) 

•  A Presidential candidate 
needs a minimum of 
$25-$150 million to start 
(2011) 
–  Total spending: $1 billion 

dollars (2012) 



2012 Presidential Election 



2012 Presidential Election 



Andrew Jackson & Patronage 
(1828) 



The “Spoils System” (1820’s) 



Political Machines (1830’s-1950’s) 



Political Machines (1830’s-1950’s) 



Nixon & Capping Campaign 
Donations (1973) 



Buckley v. Valeo (1976) 



“Soft Money” (1980’s & 1990’s) 



McCain – Feingold Act (2002) 



Campaign Spending Thus Far in 2016? 



Campaign Spending Thus Far in 2016? 



Citizens United v. FEC (2010) 



PACs = “Political Action Committees” 
•  Pools campaign 

donations from 
members 

•  Uses them to 
fund candidates, 
causes, issues, 
etc. 

•  Corporations / 
unions can 
donate directly 

•  Limited $$$$ 



Super PACs = “Independent-
Expenditure Only” Committees 

•  Can also pool 
donations from 
members 

•  Cannot use on 
candidates / 
political parties 

•  Focused on 
“issues” 

•  Unlimited $$$ 
•  Do not have to 

report donors 
names (unless…) 



501(c) 4s = “Social Welfare / Interest 
Groups” 

•  Private small 
groups who 
promote social 
welfare causes 

•  “charitable 
donation” 

•  No “direct” 
political issues 

•  Not required to 
show members 

•  Unlimited $$$ 



Politics' New “Money” Players? 



Is new campaign finance reform needed? 



How does someone 
organize a presidential run? 

•  Nomination 
–  Primaries / caucuses 
–  Accumulation of delegates 
 

•  The Convention 
–  Party Platform 
–  Running Mate 
 

•  The General Election 
–  Debates 
–  Media Campaign 
–  Organize personnel 

nationwide 



What is the Electoral College? 

•  Under the Constitution, 
the Electoral College is 
a method of electing the 
president 

•  States choose electors 
based on the number of 
delegates to Congress 
–  House & Senate 



The Electoral College Map 



How does the Electoral 
College work? 

•  On Election Day, people 
vote for their state’s 
electors 
–  Gives the electors 

guidelines to follow 

•  In December, the 
electors officially cast 
their votes for one 
candidate or another 
–  DO NOT have to follow 

voter preference 



“The American people must  
have a “safety net” in the  

Presidential Race… 

Alexander Hamilton 



Running in the Electoral 
College 



What is needed to win the 
Electoral College? 

•  270 votes are 
needed to win the 
Electoral College 

•  If no one gets that 
number, the House 
of Representatives 
decides  



Election of 1800 



Election of 1877 



Election of 2000 



Criticisms of the Electoral College 

•  Several over the 
years: 
–  Unequal 

representation 
between states 

–  Unpopular president 
can win 

–  Electors can go 
against the people 


