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PreFaCe

A s PolitiCal sCientists living in the quintessential battle-
ground state in American politics, we are frequently called on 

to comment on elections and politics in the Buckeye State. While 
there are many excellent sources for citizens and journalists on 
Ohio politics and history, we felt that a systematic analysis of voting 
patterns and public opinion was missing, especially an accessible 
analysis of individual, regional, and county voting patterns. In this 
analysis, we have strived to be as empirical as possible. At times, 
our focus on data analysis led us to confirm what many readers may 
already know about their state and what many citizens understand 
about the forces that drive election results in the United States 
generally. In other cases, however, our research led us to surprising 
findings that may provide readers with a better understanding of 
the diversity that makes the “Buckeye battleground” so competitive 
and such a good bellwether for the nation as a whole.
 The research that produced this book represents an effort by the 
entire Bliss Institute at the University of Akron. In fact, we col-
lected enough material to write two books. Some of this work was 
part of a national research project directed by the Center for the 
Study of Elections and Democracy at Brigham Young University; 
another source of research was the Akron Buckeye polls, supported 
by the University of Akron. In addition, many of the students in the 
Bliss Institute’s applied politics degree program work for national, 
state, and local campaigns while enrolled at the University of 
Akron. They provided us with tremendous insight into campaigns 



xiv P r e F a C e

and strategies and often were the genesis for the many ideas that 
were explored in our analysis.
 Thus this book is the product of a collective effort. Some indi-
viduals deserve special thanks. Diana Kingsbury devoted most of 
2008 and 2009 to piecing together the manuscript, tracking down 
data and sources, and ironing out wrinkles that had arisen over 
multiple accumulated drafts. Diana and Anne Hanson played an 
important similar role in data collection for the 2004, 2006, and 
2008 elections. Our many research assistants provided enormous 
help, including Heidi Swindell, Zach Vierheller, Josh Peterson, An-
gela Ryan, Brent Lauer, Derek Feuerstein, and Will Miller. David 
Huskins prepared the maps that appear in the text, while Michelle 
Henry and Amanda Barna conducted the Akron Buckeye polls, 
in part through the Center for Marketing and Opinion Research. 
Daniel Coffey would like to thank the students enrolled in the Ohio 
Politics Seminar in the summers of 2008 and 2009 for their reac-
tions and helpful feedback to early versions of the manuscript. We 
would like to thank Janet Lykes Bolois for reviewing and preparing 
the final version of the text.
 Finally, we also want to thank the team at the University of 
Akron Press for having such unbelievable patience. We owe a debt 
of thanks to Tom Bacher, Amy Freels, Julie Gammon, Elton Glaser, 
and Carol Slatter. We also would be remiss if we did not acknowl-
edge the support of our families, principally Mary Coffey, Lynn 
Green, Dawn Cohen, and Mary Brooks. Without their unwavering 
support and encouragement, Buckeye Battleground would not have 
been possible.
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Buckeye Battleground

A s midnight aPProaChed on november 7, 2004, Americans 
held their breath: the outcome of the presidential election 

hung on a handful of states, the largest of which was Ohio. If the 
Buckeye State went for Republican George W. Bush, he would 
have a majority of the Electoral College, which would assure him a 
second term as president. But if Ohioans chose Democrat John F. 
Kerry, then a new occupant of the White House would be all but 
certain.
 In the early hours of the next morning, Americans started to 
breathe again—some with sighs of relief and others with gasps of 
indignation—as it became likely that Ohio would go for Bush. The 
closeness of the vote delayed Kerry’s concession for a few hours and 
spawned elaborate conspiracy theories about a “stolen” election. 
An eventual recount confirmed that Republicans had won Ohio by 
a very close margin, about 51 percent of the two-party vote, a figure 
that closely matched Bush’s national popular vote percentage. This 
was a fitting end for the hard-fought 2004 campaign.
 Four years later, Ohio was once again a crucial state, but with op-
posite results: Barack Obama won the state en route to his historic 
election as the first African American president. Unlike 2004, Ohio 
did not play a pivotal role in the Electoral College because Obama 
won more states than Bush had. However, Obama prevailed by 
a close margin as well, about 52 percent of the two-party vote, a 
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figure also close to Obama’s share of the popular vote nationally. By 
winning Ohio, Obama made it virtually impossible for Republican 
John McCain to prevail in the Electoral College. As it had four 
years earlier, the state witnessed a hard-fought campaign.
 The 2008 Democratic victory in Ohio extended beyond the pres-
idency to three congressional races, building on the Democratic 
wins in 2006, when the party captured a U.S. Senate and a con-
gressional seat, plus the governorship and all but one of the other 
statewide offices. In some respects, the “perfect storm” in 2006 was 
about state and local concerns, but in other respects it reflected the 
national factors that allowed the Democratic Party to take control 
of both houses of Congress after twelve years of Republican rule and 
also ended sixteen years of Republican control of state government.
 The Democratic successes of 2006 and 2008 were short-lived. 
In 2010, the Republicans swept to victory in Ohio, electing a U.S. 
senator and picking up five congressional seats as well as capturing 
the governorship and all the other statewide offices. These results 
reflect in part the broader Republican “wave” associated with a 
weak economy and other national factors. While the durability of 
the 2010 results is far from clear, the 2012 presidential election is 
likely to be as hard fought as the 2004 and 2008 campaigns in the 
Buckeye State.
 The election results from 2004 to 2010 were hardly novel, how-
ever, because the Buckeye State has long been at the center of 
national electoral politics. Ohio is perennially listed as a key bat-
tleground state, the target of intense campaign activities by presi-
dential candidates, national party organizations, and their interest 
group allies.1 From the 1840 campaign of “Tippecanoe and Tyler 
too” to William McKinley’s 1896 front porch campaign and Harry 
Truman’s come-from-behind campaign in 1948, the Buckeye State 
routinely witnessed hard-fought elections throughout American 
history. Few candidates have reached the White House without 
prevailing in the Buckeye battleground.
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 One reason for this campaign attention is that Ohio is a highly 
competitive state at the ballot box, routinely producing closer races 
than other large states that dominate the Electoral College and 
membership of Congress. So Ohio was—and still is—a prize worth 
fighting for in national elections. Another reason is that Ohio is a 
good bellwether state, predicting the winning candidates and par-
ties more often than other large states. When the nation is divided 
politically, so is Ohio, and when the nation is united, the Buckeye 
State follows suit.
 Not surprisingly, these three characteristics are closely related 
and often hard to disentangle in any particular contest. After all, a 
state may attract campaign attention because it is competitive, but 
it may also be competitive because it attracts campaign attention. 
Here history is helpful: the Buckeye State’s economic and social di-
versity typically predate the intense interest of particular campaign-
ers. So there is good reason to believe that over the long term, the 
state’s competitive and bellwether character made it a campaign 
battleground and not the other way around.
 In fact, Ohio’s role in national politics has changed over time. 
From the late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, Ohio played 
a central role in national elections, claiming eight presidents as “na-
tive sons,” more than any other state. But by the twenty-first cen-
tury, Ohio had become a key swing state in national campaigns, a 
fulcrum on which control of the federal government rested for both 
major political parties. This shift in role is rooted in economic and 
social changes that reduced the relative size of Ohio’s population 
compared to the nation as a whole (a pattern continued with the 
2010 census). Put bluntly, Ohio’s “clout” in national elections has 
declined over the previous century, and if this trend continues long 
enough, the state’s political significance will be reduced. However, 
these same economic and social changes have maintained Ohio’s 
competitive and bellwether character compared to other large 
states, so that its diminished votes cannot be taken for granted by 
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either party. Thus there are good reasons to expect that the Buckeye 
battleground will continue to be significant in the near future.
 This book is about contemporary elections in Ohio, focusing on 
recent presidential voting behavior and illustrating the key charac-
teristics of the Buckeye battleground. A good place to begin is by 
putting Ohio’s electoral politics in historical and geographic con-
text. This task can be accomplished with a thumbnail sketch of the 
state’s political history and then a brief review of political geogra-
phy, comparing Ohio to other states and the nation as a whole in 
recent and past elections.

OHIO’S POLITICAL HISTORY

Ohio was admitted to the Union on February 19, 1803, as the sev-
enteenth state and the first state carved out of the Northwest Ter-
ritory. Its political history can be usefully divided into four fifty-year 
periods: the foundation era, 1803–53; the Civil War era, 1853–1903; 
the industrial era, 1903–53; and the postindustrial era, 1953–2003.2 
These categories imply a fifth contemporary era (beginning in 2003), 
which will be the primary focus of most of the rest of this book. Of 
course, it is far too early to determine the political characteristics of 
this new era, especially four decades into the future.
 Although crude, the four historical periods cover major devel-
opments that influence Ohio elections in the contemporary era. 
Here a geological metaphor is useful, with each of the four previous 
eras representing a layer of political “sediment” on which subse-
quent developments rest. Much as layers of sediment eventually 
harden into layers of rock, time has solidified the earlier political 
developments in the state. The more distant political develop-
ments serve as the “bedrock” of Buckeye politics, having important 
but less direct influence on present-day elections. Meanwhile, the 
more recent developments are less solid but more directly relevant 
to contemporary and future elections.
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The Foundation Era, 1803–53

The Democratic Party of Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson 
dominated Ohio elections in the two decades after statehood in 
1803, reflecting in part the diverse areas of settlement that were 
combined to form the new state of Ohio. These areas formed the 
basis for the state’s distinctive political regions and their diverse 
politics. By the 1820s, organized party opposition had developed, 
first in the form of a faction within the Democratic Party and then 
in the form of the new Whig Party. The basic structure of Ameri-
can mass-based electioneering was developing at this time, and one 
consequence was two decades of close two-party competition in 
Ohio—the foundation of today’s Buckeye battleground. The Whigs 
eventually gained a brief advantage in this competition. In 1840, 
the first of Ohio’s native son presidents, William Henry Harrison, 
was also the first Whig elected to the White House. In addition, the 
Whigs won five Buckeye gubernatorial campaigns between 1836 
and 1850. However, the debate over slavery soon destroyed the 
Whig Party, and its last Ohio campaign was in 1853.
 These political shifts reflected the initial development of the 
state. After statehood, Ohio became the “gateway to the West” and 
its settlement accelerated. Water transport on the Ohio River and 
Lake Erie was critical to this development, and these waterways 
were connected by canals between 1817 and 1845. In addition, the 
National Road was completed across the middle part of Ohio by 
1840. As a consequence, the Ohio population soared. In the 1810 
census, Ohio had less than a quarter million people, ranking thir-
teenth among the states, but by the 1850 census it had nearly two 
million people and ranked third in the nation.
 In 1850, nearly nine of every ten Ohioans lived in rural areas, 
and agriculture was the most important economic activity, supple-
mented by food processing and a few nascent industries. Cincinnati 
was the largest city in the state, serving as the principal entry point 
for migration via the Ohio River. Most of the original migrants were 
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from the British Isles, including English, Scots, Irish, and Welsh, 
but after 1820, other northern European groups arrived in large 
numbers, especially Germans. This ethnic diversity brought with 
it religious diversity, principally various kinds of Protestantism, a 
pattern reinforced by the Second Great Awakening, a series of reli-
gious revivals in the 1820s and 1830s.
 The political sediments of the foundation era set the basic pat-
terns of electoral competition in Ohio, including the state’s five 
political regions and internal diversity, which are significant factors 
in the contemporary Buckeye battleground.

The Civil War Era, 1853–1903

Ohio was at the center of the debate over slavery that ultimately 
led to the Civil War. The Buckeye State hosted many stops on the 
Underground Railroad for fugitive slaves and produced prominent 
abolitionists, including John Brown. One important result of the 
slavery debate was the creation of the Ohio Republican Party in 
1854. Drawing support from abolitionists and former Whigs, the 
first Republican governor of Ohio was elected in 1855, and in 1856, 
Ohio voted for the first Republican presidential candidate, John C. 
Fremont.
 Ohioans then voted Republican in the next thirteen presidential 
elections in a row, beginning with Abraham Lincoln in 1860. Dur-
ing this period, five of the state’s native sons served in the White 
House, all Republicans: Ulysses S. Grant (elected 1868 and 1872), 
Rutherford B. Hayes (1876), James A. Garfield (1880), Benjamin 
Harrison (1888, the son of William Henry Harrison), and Wil-
liam McKinley (1896 and 1900). In addition, the Grand Old Party 
won eighteen Ohio gubernatorial elections (and three more if the 
“Unionist Party” governors from 1861 to 1865 are counted with 
the GOP). Strong grassroots party organizations came to dominate 
campaigns in this era.
 This Republican strength also reflected Ohio’s heavy engage-
ment in the war to preserve the Union. Many of the leading 
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Northern generals came from Ohio, including Generals Ulysses S. 
Grant, William Sherman, and William Sheridan. A total of 340,000 
Ohioans served in the Union armies, suffering nearly 25,000 deaths 
from various causes. In the following generation, the Civil War was 
the touchstone of Ohio politics, typically to the benefit of Republi-
cans and the detriment of Democrats.
 These political patterns also reflect economic and social devel-
opments in the state. By the 1850s, “railway fever” was rampant in 
Ohio, and by 1860, the state had nearly three thousand miles of 
track, the most of any state. The Civil War encouraged industrial-
ization and a rapid pace of technological innovation, exemplified 
by Thomas A. Edison and the Wright brothers. Ohio joined in the 
expansion of nearly all of the country’s major industries and partici-
pated in the growth of large economic enterprises, typified by the 
career of Cleveland’s John D. Rockefeller.
 All these changes encouraged the development of Ohio’s cit-
ies and the regions that they served. Initially, this growth occurred 
across the state, with many urban centers drawing migrants from 
the surrounding rural areas. The urban populace increased from 
about one-quarter of the state’s population in 1870 to a little less 
than one-half by 1900. The rural-urban migration was accompa-
nied by a high level of immigration from a wide range of European 
nations, including significant Catholic and Jewish populations. By 
1900, Ohio’s more than four million people were fast becoming rep-
resentative of the nation as a whole.
 The political sediments of the Civil War era include the develop-
ment of the Republican Party and the state’s many cities, important 
features of the contemporary Buckeye battleground.

The Industrial Era, 1903–53

At the time of Ohio’s centennial in 1903, the Progressive movement 
was becoming an important force in Ohio and national politics. 
Its initial electoral impact came within the GOP, where President 
Theodore Roosevelt sought to regulate large business enterprises 
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under the rubric of “trust busting.” This controversy culminated in 
the fractious 1912 election, when Roosevelt returned to the ballot 
on the Progressive Party (Bull Moose) ticket, splitting the Repub-
lican vote and helping to put Democrat Woodrow Wilson in the 
White House (Wilson won Ohio and reelection outright in 1916). 
Major political reforms were also introduced at this time, including 
the direct election of U.S. senators and primary elections for party 
nominations.
 But to some observers in the Buckeye State, Wi1son’s elec-
tion might have seemed like a political fluke caused by Republi-
can divisions. For one thing, an Ohio native son won the White 
House before (Republican William Howard Taft in 1908) and after 
(Republican Warren G. Harding in 1920). But profound political 
changes were on the way: in 1932 the Great Depression swept the 
Democrats into power under the leadership of Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt. Roosevelt was reelected in 1936, 1940, and 1944, and his 
successor, Harry Truman, was elected in 1948. Ohio was part of 
Roosevelt’s New Deal Electoral College coalition in all these years 
except 1944 (when the Republican vice-presidential nominee was 
Ohio governor John Bricker). As a consequence of these changes, 
Ohio Democrats won seventeen gubernatorial contests in the in-
dustrial era. Ohio’s party organizations expanded to accommodate 
new constituencies, among the most important of which was or-
ganized labor, especially the new industrial unions. Unions altered 
the political landscape in Ohio, bringing a new source of campaign 
resources and votes, largely for Democrats.
 Major economic and social changes were behind the Democratic 
success in Ohio. The primary source was the growth of manufac-
turing, especially of vehicles and durable consumer goods produced 
in large plants owned by large corporations, and eventually strong 
labor unions. A correlate of the manufacturing surge was a rapid 
growth in the population. In the 1910 census, Ohio’s population 
was approaching five million people, and in the 1950 census, it had 
almost eight million people. For the first time, in 1910, a majority 
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of Ohioans lived in cities, and by 1950, seven of every ten were city 
dwellers. Cleveland began this era as the largest Ohio city, and it 
would reach its high point around 1950 with over nine hundred 
thousand people, larger than Cincinnati and Columbus combined. 
Other industrial cities also experienced rapid growth, including 
Cincinnati, Toledo, Akron, Dayton, Youngstown, and Canton.
 Some of this growth came from continued European immigra-
tion and movement of rural Ohioans to the cities. Gains also came 
from internal migration, especially the movement of southerners to 
work in the Ohio factories during the two world wars. The southern 
migrants expanded the presence of Evangelical Protestantism and 
enlarged the African American population in the state. By 1950, 
Ohio was becoming a microcosm of the nation as a whole.
 The political sediments of the industrial era include the modern 
Democratic Party and Ohio’s eight large industrial cities, also im-
portant features of the contemporary Buckeye battleground.

The Postindustrial Era, 1953–2003

In 1953, the first Republican president in almost a quarter cen-
tury, Dwight D. Eisenhower, took the oath of office. Eisenhower 
had defeated Robert A. Taft (the son of President Taft and the last 
serious prospect for a GOP native son president from Ohio) for 
the nomination and then carried the Buckeye State. In this era, 
the Republicans recovered their modest advantage in the Buckeye 
battleground, winning eight presidential and nine gubernatorial 
elections.
 Beginning in the 1950s, elections were increasingly characterized 
by “candidate-centered” campaigns—organized and led by the can-
didates themselves—rather than the party-centered campaigns of 
the past. This trend was encouraged by innovations in communica-
tion technology, such as television. One result was the dominance 
of larger-than-life politicians such as Republican James Rhodes, 
who served a record of four four-year terms as Ohio governor, and 
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Democrat Vernal Riffe, who served a record ten consecutive terms 
as speaker of the Ohio state legislature. Another result was that the 
Buckeye battleground became more complex.
 The politics of this era reflects the decline of the manufactur-
ing sector. Technological innovation and global competition under-
mined the factory system of the industrial era, with parts of the 
state joining the Rust Belt. During the postindustrial era, unlike the 
previous eras, the national centers of economic innovation, such 
as petrochemicals and computers, were largely located outside of 
Ohio. At the same time, new trends in immigration, including La-
tino immigration, largely bypassed Ohio, and the state began to ex-
perience net out-migration of population. As a consequence, Ohio’s 
population grew at a much slower pace than the rest of the country. 
Although Ohio’s population exceeded eleven million people in the 
2000 census, it ranked seventh among the states compared to fifth 
in 1950.
 After 1970, all of Ohio’s major cities lost population except for 
the state capital, Columbus, which became the largest Ohio city 
with more than six hundred thousand people. The growth of the 
Columbus area illustrated a trend from urban to suburban residence 
and the creation of large metropolitan areas. Fueled by the private 
automobile, the industrial cities steadily lost population to their less 
densely populated hinterlands, ironically repopulating nearby rural 
areas with “suburbs” and far flung “exurbs.” A significant compo-
nent of this shift was the expansion of knowledge workers, highly 
educated providers of professional services (such as lawyers, com-
puter programmers, scientists, teachers, and social workers), heav-
ily concentrated in the public and nonprofit sectors. These changes 
brought new kinds of political conflict to Ohio politics, including 
disputes over cultural and moral values. However, these develop-
ments allowed Ohio to remain a fairly accurate microcosm of the 
country when it marked its bicentennial in 2003.
 The political sediment of the postindustrial era is still relatively 
unsettled, with its trends leaving Ohio (and the nation) sharply 



Buckeye Battleground 11

divided politically. Thus the contemporary era began with a new set 
of factors at work in the Buckeye battleground.

Political GeoGraPhy:  
comParinG ohio and other StateS

How does Ohio compare to other states in terms of voting behav-
ior? In the contemporary era, Ohio is among the most competitive 
and best bellwether states. Figure 1.1 illustrates this pattern by re-
porting the fifteen most competitive states, measured by the mean 
margin of victory in the 2004 and 2008 presidential elections (that 
is, the difference between the major party winner and loser). All 
these states showed an average margin of victory of 10 percent-
age points or less in the elections won by Republican George W. 
Bush and Democrat Barack Obama, with the states listed in declin-
ing order from the largest to smallest margin. Most analysts would 
agree that a victory of 10 percentage points or less constitutes a 
competitive election.

Figure 1.1. Presidential margin of victory, 2004 and 2008

I ■ Mean Margin of Victory I 
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 The first thing to note in figure 1.1 is the position of Ohio at the 
bottom of the list of states, with the average margin of victory being 
the smallest across these two close elections (3.3 percentage points). 
In fact, Ohio is lower than the average for the nation as a whole in 
these elections (4.9 percentage points). By this measure, the Buck-
eye State is one of the most competitive states in contemporary 
presidential elections and especially among large states (Ohio had 
20 electoral votes in these elections). Other competitive states in-
clude Missouri (3.7 percentage points) and Florida (3.9 percentage 
points). Florida is also a large state (with 27 electoral votes), but 
note that the other large states in figure 1.1, such as Pennsylvania 
(21 electoral votes) and Michigan (17 electoral votes), were much 
less competitive. The remaining states on this list had markedly 
fewer electoral votes.
 So the Buckeye battleground was highly competitive in the con-
temporary era, with only two large states, Florida and Pennsylvania, 
coming close. But what about the partisan results of these elections? 
Figure 1.2 reports the mean Republican presidential vote in 2004 
and 2008 for fifteen states that cover the range of results, listed in 
declining order. The most Republican state was Texas (an average 
of 58.2 percent) and the least Republican state was Massachusetts 
(36.4 percent).
 Ohio is found right in the middle of figure 1.2 (with an average 
of 48.8 percent Republican), almost identical to the national aver-
age (48.2 percent). The most accurate state in the elections was 
actually Colorado, matching the national figure exactly. But note 
that the Buckeye State is the closest to the national average among 
the large states—with New York (38 percent Republican and 31 
electoral votes), Illinois (40.6 percent and 20 electoral votes), Cal-
ifornia (41.0 percent and 55 electoral votes), Michigan (44.3 per-
cent and 17 electoral votes) and Pennsylvania (46.3 percent and 
21 electoral votes) being less Republican, and Florida (50.1 per-
cent Republican and 27 electoral votes) and Texas (58.2 percent 
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and 34 electoral votes) being more Republican than the nation as 
a whole.
 So the Buckeye battleground was a good bellwether of presiden-
tial elections in the contemporary era, with only two other large 
states, Florida and Pennsylvania, coming close. Of course, no state 
is a perfect bellwether of elections all the time, given the many fac-
tors that influence actual presidential ballots.3 In this regard, Ohio 
has its own political bias: the Buckeye State has leaned slightly Re-
publican since the Civil War era, a point that will be discussed in 
more detail later in this chapter (and which explains why the fig-
ures in this chapter report the Republican vote for various offices).
 Taken together, the state patterns in figures 1.1 and 1.2 help 
explain why Ohio has been a battleground state in contemporary 
presidential elections. Of the three largest states, California and 
New York are reliably Democratic (along with most of the other 
New England and mid-Atlantic states), while Texas is reliably Re-
publican (along with most of the other southern and plains states). 
This partisan division leaves a handful of states that are actually 

Figure 1.2. Republican presidential vote, 2004 and 2008
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competitive, and it makes sense for Republicans and Democrats 
alike to target such states for intense campaign activity. Ohio is at 
the top of such a list, along with Florida and Pennsylvania, because 
of its large size, high competitiveness, and even partisan division.
 If Ohio is a highly competitive state in the contemporary era, 
what about the past? Figure 1.3 plots a composite score of electoral 
competitiveness of the nation as a whole (dashed line) and Ohio 
(solid line) for elections from 1856 to 2010; Florida also is included 
to provide a basis of comparison (dotted and dashed line). The 
index presented includes the two-party vote for president, congress 
member, senator, and governor. A score of 100 would be a perfectly 
competitive election and a score of 0 would be a completely un-
competitive one.4

 Figure 1.3 shows that Ohio has been a highly competitive state 
for a long time, typically scoring well above the nation as a whole 
and falling below the national figure on only a handful of occasions. 
Note the striking difference between Ohio and Florida: until the 
1960s, Florida elections were typically much less competitive than 
Ohio elections, only matching the Buckeye State in recent times.
 The average competitiveness index for Ohio over the entire pe-
riod was 90.7 (out of 100), while the mean index was 76.6 for the 

Figure 1.3. Composite index of electoral competition, 
1856–2010
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country as a whole and 53.9 for Florida. In the Civil War era, Ohio’s 
average competitiveness score was 94.5, declining slightly in the 
industrial and postindustrial eras to 89.9 and 88.3, respectively, but 
still tending to exceed Florida and the nation as a whole. Interest-
ingly, in the contemporary era the nation as a whole was a bit more 
competitive (94.2) than either Ohio (88.6) or Florida (85.3) due to 
offices below the presidency included in the index. (The state was 
also quite competitive in the foundation era, but incomplete elec-
tion records make a direct comparison difficult.)5 So competition is 
not a new characteristic of the Buckeye battleground. Indeed, the 
biggest change has been the steady increase in competitive elec-
tions elsewhere in the country (such as in Florida).
 Has Ohio been a good bellwether state historically? This ques-
tion can be addressed by looking at the votes for the major offices 
included in the competitiveness index (president, congress mem-
ber, senator, and governor).6 Figure 1.4 plots the percent of the total 
presidential vote cast for Republican candidates nationally (dashed 
line) and Ohio (solid line) from 1856 to 2008 (minor party ballots 
are included in the calculation). As before, Florida is included for 
purposes of comparison (dotted and dashed line).
 This figure reveals the modest partisan bias of Ohio alluded to 
before: the Buckeye battleground has tended to tilt slightly toward 

Figure 1.4. Republican percentage of Ohio and national 
presidential vote, 1856–2008
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the Republicans over this period of history. For example, since 1856 
the Buckeye State has on average voted 50.5 percent Republican 
in presidential elections compared to 48.0 percent for the nation 
as a whole, a modest advantage of 2.5 percentage points.7 Overall, 
Florida has been much less Republican, at 35.6 percent.
 However, this modest Republican advantage at the polls has de-
clined over time: the average GOP presidential vote was 51.6 per-
cent in the Civil War era (for a 3.8 percentage point advantage); 
50.1 percent in the industrial era (a 2.7 percentage point advan-
tage); and an even 50.0 percent in the postindustrial era (a 1.0 per-
centage point advantage). (The Ohio presidential vote was closely 
associated with the national vote in the foundation era as well.) 
Thus, Ohio became more evenly divided in the partisanship of its 
vote even as it lost population and electoral votes. Indeed, Florida 
had become more Republican than Ohio by the postindustrial era 
(52.5 percent).
 From this perspective, George W. Bush’s 50.8 percent in 2004 
was a little lower than the performance of previous Republican 
presidential candidates in the Buckeye battleground but a bit above 
the average for the postindustrial era. Meanwhile, John McCain’s 
46.8 percent in 2008 was far below the historical performance of his 
party. However, both of these figures closely resemble the national 
vote in 2004 and 2008, respectively.
 Taken as a whole, figure 1.4 reveals a striking similarity be-
tween the yearly patterns of the Ohio and national presidential 
vote. Indeed, the largest differential is in 1856, with the very first 
Republican presidential candidate. The GOP bias of the Buckeye 
battleground can be seen in the slightly higher GOP vote in good 
Republican years (such as 1904, 1928, 1956, and 1984) than the 
national vote—but also in good Democratic years (such as 1912, 
1936, 1964, 1992, and 2008).
 Despite these impressive patterns, Ohio has not always voted 
for the eventual winner of the Electoral College. In the founda-
tion era, the state backed losing candidates four times (1824, 1836, 
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1844, and 1848), all in elections that involved the vicissitudes of 
the Whig Party or predecessor factions.8 In this regard, Ohio per-
formed only slightly better in the Civil War era, failing to back the 
national winner three times (1856, 1884, and 1892). The situation 
improved in the twentieth century, with the Buckeye State missing 
just once in the industrial (1944) and postindustrial (1960) eras. 
However, the state has been perfect in the contemporary era. Thus, 
Ohio has become a more accurate presidential bellwether over the 
course of its history.
 However, Ohio’s record is perfect when it comes to electing 
Republican presidents: no Republican has ever reached the White 
House without carrying the Buckeye State. In fact, in all five cases 
since 1856 when Ohio failed to vote for the presidential winner 
it was because of Republican victories in the state in the face of 
Democratic victories at the national level.
 What about the vote for the U.S. House of Representatives? Fig-
ure 1.5 plots the Ohio and national Republican congressional vote 
from 1856 to 2006. In these elections, Ohioans voted 51.6 percent 
Republican compared to the national congressional vote of 47.5 
percent. So the Buckeye State was a bit more Republican in con-
gressional elections than in presidential contests (4.1 percentage 

Figure 1.5. Republican percentage of Ohio and national 
congressional vote, 1856–2006
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ChaPter 2

Region and the Vote: 
The Five Ohios

S enator baraCk obama’s 2008 Presidential campaign brought 
extraordinary resources to the Buckeye battleground, including 

the funds for a highly sophisticated grassroots organization. In some 
key respects, such as its use of the Internet, the Obama campaign 
was highly innovative, engaging in what one analyst called the 
“first true twenty-first century campaign.”1 The campaign created 
a special grassroots organization called the Campaign for Change 
and spent an unprecedented $25 million on direct voter contact 
in Ohio.2

 In other respects, however, the Obama campaign was quite tra-
ditional, assimilating its activities and organization into the un-
derlying structure of the Buckeye battleground by seeking votes in 
all of Ohio’s diverse regions. A key figure in this strategy was Ted 
Strickland, who used this approach to win the Ohio governorship 
in 2006. Both Strickland and Obama realized that while mobiliz-
ing key Democratic strongholds was necessary to win the state, it 
was not sufficient, and that voters had to be courted in Republican 
areas as well. Strickland described the Obama strategy to reporters 
this way: “Is Sen. Obama going to win every county and every re-
gion? Probably not. . . . But in some heavily Republican counties we 
can go from 29 percent to perhaps 38 percent, and in some counties 
we can go from 38 percent to 44 percent. So I’m confident that the 
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strategy here is going to be effective. It’s an attempt to reach every 
voter in every part of Ohio.”3

 In 2008, this combination of innovative and traditional ap-
proaches was indeed a winning strategy in the perennial battle-
ground of presidential elections. But what makes Ohio the perennial 
battleground state in presidential elections? The simple answer is 
its great diversity. Ohio is often described as a microcosm of the 
nation, containing within its boundaries most of the politically rel-
evant differences found in the country as a whole. While no state 
fully represents the vast variation found within the United States, 
Ohio is among the closest approximations, especially among the 
large states that are critical in the Electoral College. As we saw in 
the previous chapter, the Buckeye State has had this representative 
characteristic throughout most of American history.
 A useful way to describe Ohio’s internal diversity is by recogniz-
ing the regions within the state. On the one hand, Ohio’s regions 
reflect the regional differences in the United States as a whole, in-
cluding the “red” states of the South, “blue” states of the Northeast 
and West Coast, and the various “purple” states in between.4 On the 
other hand, Ohio’s regions pull together combinations of big cities, 
suburbs, and rural areas that share a common topography, history, 
and economic development. Thus, Ohio’s regions are a practical 
means of capturing the state’s demographic and political diversity. 
Indeed, politicians regularly use such regions as a shorthand guide 
for conducting their campaigns for the support of the state’s di-
verse voters—as Obama did in 2008 and Strickland did in 2006. 
Although the details and goals differed, George W. Bush employed 
the same basic approach in 2004. Put another way, Ohio’s regions 
substantially define the contours of the state’s political landscape, 
and smart politicians craft their strategies to take these contours 
into account.
 This chapter describes Ohio’s diversity through the lens of its 
internal regions. It first compares the Buckeye State to the nation 
as a whole, including the major regions of the country, and then 
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compares the state’s regions to Ohio as a whole, as well as to one 
another. For the latter purpose and as other observers have done, 
we group the state into five regions, dubbed the “Five Ohios,” with 
each region loosely grouped around the major cities of Cleveland 
(Northeast), Toledo (Northwest), Columbus (Central), and Cin-
cinnati (Southwest), plus largely rural Appalachia (Southeast).5 We 
conclude the chapter by illustrating the impact of the state’s regions 
on the vote in both federal and state elections. But before we turn 
to these tasks, it is worth briefly discussing why region is important 
in politics.

WHY REGION MATTERS POLITICALLY

As noted by former governor Strickland in the quote above, politi-
cal campaigns often begin with targeted goals for particular areas. 
Most citizens are familiar with the importance of states in the Elec-
toral College, and presidential campaigns tend to target specific 
voter-rich states that are also competitive. This is also true for other 
political campaigns; turnout and support vary by counties, cities, 
and towns. In fact, many campaigns often have targeted turnout 
levels down to the precinct level. In other words, while polls often 
are useful for measuring individual political support and provide 
important information about subgroups of voters, campaigns maxi-
mize the effectiveness of their limited resources by targeting voters 
in specific areas. High turnout and strong support in a campaign’s 
“base” districts can win an election and hopefully, as Strickland 
noted, there are enough resources to chip away at the opponent’s 
areas of strength. As we will discuss in chapter 5, in 2004, President 
Bush offset John Kerry’s strong support in urban areas by employ-
ing an effective mobilization strategy aimed at Ohio’s suburbs and 
exurbs. In 2010, Governor Strickland failed to win reelection when 
turnout in the urban northeast was lower than expected. Schol-
ars have proposed two major perspectives on why region matters 
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in politics: the compositional and contextual explanations.6 Both 
perspectives are valuable in explaining the Buckeye battleground.

The Compositional Perspective

The compositional perspective argues that regions matter because 
of the various kinds of people who live within their boundaries. 
The political distinctiveness of a region is thus largely the sum of its 
parts, with geography itself making only a modest independent con-
tribution. Thus a state is “red” or a region within a state is “blue” 
because the demographic characteristics of its residents generate on 
balance Republican or Democratic votes. If this perspective were 
taken to its logical conclusion, then region would be nothing more 
than a proxy for the political impact of demography. As a result, the 
political impact of region would change as the demographic com-
position of the region changed.
 Indeed, demographic factors help explain the differences be-
tween the regions in the United States as a whole, now and in the 
past.7 For example, the “red” states of the South were on balance 
Republican in the postindustrial era because of cultural factors, es-
pecially religion and race, reinforced by economic growth and mi-
gration, which brought new class divisions into play. Specifically, 
the rise of civil rights issues in the 1960s and 1970s drove many 
white southerners away from the national Democratic Party, which 
took a liberal stance on pushing civil rights advances. The GOP, in 
contrast, attracted southern whites because the party opposed poli-
cies such as Affirmative Action. When social issues such as abor-
tion and school prayer rose to prominence in the 1970s and 1980s, 
the GOP’s conservatism cemented the allegiance of conservative 
southerners.
 However, in the industrial era, the South was “blue” because 
an older version of culture and class connected voters with the 
Democratic Party. Likewise, the “blue” states of the Northeast in 
the postindustrial era were on balance Democratic because of new 
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versions of class and culture, combined with the decline of the in-
dustrial economy and immigration. However, in the industrial era, 
class and cultural factors made the Northeast a Republican strong-
hold. All of these factors are at work in the Midwest, a region long 
characterized by many “purple” states with close two-party compe-
tition. These insights apply especially well to Ohio, which contains 
political cleavages from both the industrial and postindustrial eras 
and ranks near the median among all the states on most measures 
of demography and the political issues associated with them.8

The Contextual Perspective

The contextual perspective argues that regions matter because they 
are literally the places where people become politicized. The politi-
cal distinctiveness of a region is more than the sum of its parts, with 
geography making a special contribution. Thus a state is “blue” or 
a region of a state is “red” because the interaction among the resi-
dents has produced a Democratic or Republican advantage at the 
ballot box. If this perspective were taken to its logical conclusion, 
then region would be a dominant factor in politics, structuring the 
impact of demography. While regional distinctiveness can change 
over time, it changes very slowly, even in the face of extensive de-
mographic shifts.
 Here the central insight is that “space and politics are interde-
pendent factors,” so that regional boundaries shape and constrain 
politics.9 Crucial to this process is the development of a distinctive 
identity by residents of a region. The origins of such regional identi-
ties lie with the region’s landforms, its original settlement, and its 
subsequent history and economic development. However, regional 
identities are built, reinforced, and even altered through the inter-
personal communication among residents: “Studies of the contex-
tual effects of the small geographical units like neighborhoods have 
given special attention to the hypothesis that peoples’ attitudes are 
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influenced by the aggregated attitudes of those around them. Ratio-
nales include the possibilities that people respond to social norms 
or are influenced by social interactions.”10

 If nothing else, such interaction structures the links between de-
mography and politics, but regional identity can create a unique 
ethos that influences these connections in an independent fashion. 
Some of this identity is reflected in special combinations of political 
attitudes but also in the political culture of the region—that is, the 
basic values about what matters in politics and how politics should 
be conducted.
 Indeed, all of these phenomena help explain the independent 
impact of region on politics in the United States as a whole.11 For 
example, the South’s agrarian past, peculiar political institutions, 
and strong religious communities have combined with the legacy 
of the Civil War to create a distinctive ethos. As noted above, in 
the industrial era, this ethos helped make the region “blue,” with 
the “solid South” favoring the Democratic Party. But in the post-
industrial era, this same ethos has made the South more competitive 
politically with a strong “red” bias. The impact of industrialization, 
urbanization, and immigration gave the Northeast a distinctive 
ethos as well. In the industrial era, this ethos produced more com-
petitive elections, with a “red” tinge, a pattern that shifted to solid 
“blue” in the postindustrial era. Here too, the Midwest had its own 
peculiar ethos develop out of the history of its great internal diver-
sity, and this milieu produced a long history of highly competitive 
politics in Ohio.
 Thus, both the compositional and contextual views of region 
have merit, and in the chapters that follow, we will illustrate the 
impact of both, first by examining the impact of demography across 
and within regions and second by illuminating the unique politics 
of Ohio’s regions. We turn now to describing the Buckeye State’s 
diversity and then illustrating the impact of such diversity on the 
vote.
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OHIO AS A MICROCOSM OF THE NATION

Ohio is often described as a microcosm of the nation because it 
tends to match the country as a whole demographically, especially 
when compared to the other large states. Table 2.1 compares the 
nation as a whole (first column on the left) to Ohio (last column on 
the right) and also to the other regions of the country: the North-
east, Midwest (as a whole), South, and West.
 Even a casual comparison of the far left and far right columns of 
table 2.1 reveals that Ohio resembles America as a whole in terms 
of many basic demographic characteristics. For example, Ohio has 
about the same percentage of young (under eighteen years of age) 
and old (sixty-five or older) citizens as the United States, and about 
the same proportion of the population are Evangelical Protestants. 
In other respects, there are modest differences between Ohio and 
the nation, including a slightly lower percentage of African Ameri-
cans, a lower percentage of the population below the poverty level, 
a lower percentage with college degrees but a higher percentage 
with high school degrees, and a slightly higher percentage of non-
family households. However, Ohio does differ from the nation in 
other respects, especially the larger percentage of the white popu-
lation and the smaller percentage of the foreign-born population. 
These differences largely reflect the growth in the Hispanic popula-
tion, which has stayed much smaller in Ohio than the rest of the 
country.
 Of course, the U.S. figures in these regards reflect the charac-
teristics of all the regions of the country combined, and Ohio often 
looks quite different from the other regions. For example, Ohio has 
a much larger white population than the West and a much lower 
African American population than the South. The Buckeye State 
has fewer households with incomes of $100,000 or more than the 
Northeast but fewer people in poverty than the South. One of the 
most striking patterns is religion, where Ohio has a much higher 
Evangelical Protestant population than the Northeast but also a 
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table 2.1. 

Demographics of Ohio and the nation

Category Subcategory U
.S

.

N
or

th
ea

st

M
id

w
es

t

So
ut

h

W
es

t

O
hi

o

Race White 75.1 75.8 83.1 73.4 70.0 85.0

African American 12.9 13.3 10.6 18.1 4.7 12.1

Income Household income 
more than $100,000

12.3 15.5 11.1 9.9 13.8 9.8

Below poverty line 12.4 11.2 10.1 14.2 12.8 10.6

Occupation Professional and 
managerial

33.6 37.1 32.0 31.7 34.7 31.0

Construction and 
manufacturing

24.1 20.7 26.8 26.1 21.9 27.8

Education College degree 24.4 27.9 22.8 21.9 26.1 21.1

High school degree 80.4 81.8 83.2 77.4 80.9 83.0

Gender Male 49.1 48.3 48.9 48.9 49.8 48.6

Female 50.9 51.7 51.1 51.1 50.2 51.4

Age Under 18 25.7 24.4 25.8 25.5 26.8 25.4

Over 65 12.4 13.5 12.7 12.5 11.2 13.3

Marital 
status

Family households with 
married couple

51.7 50.6 53.1 53.1 53.1 52.2

Nonfamily households 31.9 32.9 32.2 30.3 31.4 32.4

Ethnicity Western European 
ancestry

54.5 60.2 65.2 45.4 53.6 57.0

Foreign-born 11.1 13.1 5.6 8.5 17.4 3.0

Religion Evangelical Protestants 26.3 13.4 26.1 36.7 20.2 26.3

Catholic 23.8 36.3 24.3 16.0 25.4 20.9

Population 
density

79.6 346.2 130.8 108.9 33.6 277.3

Sources: 2000 U.S. census; 2007 Religious Landscape Survey.
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much smaller proportion than the South; an opposite pattern holds 
for the Catholic population. Another illustration of this pattern is 
the population density of the state, with Ohio falling a bit above the 
density of the other regions and far above the figure for the nation 
as a whole. As one might expect, Ohio resembles the entire Mid-
west region in most respects, with population density an important 
exception.

THE FIVE OHIOS

Comparing Ohio to the nation and its major regions obscures an 
important feature of the state: its great internal differences. As we 
shall see, the regions of Ohio tend to resemble the regions of the 
country in demographic terms. Put another way, there is a sliver of 
each of the major regions of the country within the Buckeye State. 
Overall, Ohio is one of the most regionally complex states in the 
country. As observers and campaign strategists have long known, 
it is useful to think of the state as having five regions, which have 
been called the “Five Ohios.” Each region represents a unique col-
lection of big cities, suburbs, and rural areas; one or more media 
markets; and at least one major newspaper. Each region has a dis-
tinct political ethos and votes in a different fashion.12

 While there is general consensus among observers about the ex-
istence of distinctive regions within Ohio, there is some disagree-
ment about the number of regions and the specific boundaries of 
each. The definition used here is similar to that employed by the 
Cleveland Plain Dealer in its insightful analysis of the Five Ohios.13 
There are, however, some differences that make the regions corre-
spond better to the social and political differences across regions in 
the contemporary era.14 Following convention, the five regions are 
labeled as Northeast, Northwest, Central, Southeast, and South-
west Ohio; table 2.2 provides an overview of this definition of the 
Five Ohios, and figure 2.1 is a map of the boundaries of the counties 
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within each region (the appendix of this chapter has a full list of the 
counties in each region).
 As figure 2.1 shows, Northeast, Northwest, Central, and South-
west Ohio form various kinds of rectangles in their respective 
“corners” of the state, loosely surrounding the dominant cities of 
each region. In contrast, Southeast Ohio covers a broad semicircle 
along the Ohio River. As table 2.2 reveals, Northeast Ohio (includ-
ing Cleveland) is the most populous part of the state, followed by 
Southwest Ohio (including Cincinnati) and Central Ohio (includ-
ing Columbus). In fact, the “three Cs”—Cleveland, Columbus, and 
Cincinnati—play a dominant role in the economic, social, and po-
litical life of the Buckeye State. Northwest Ohio (including Toledo) 
and Southeast Ohio (including Zanesville) contain markedly fewer 
people and sometimes have been referred to as part of the “Other 
Ohio”—areas of the state lying outside the three Cs corridor.
 Table 2.3 looks at the basic characteristics of the state as a whole 
and compares them to the Five Ohios, using the same informa-
tion as table 2.1. The data show major differences across the five 
regions. For example, Southeast Ohio has the largest white popu-
lation (95.9 percent) and Northeast Ohio has the smallest (81.4 
percent). Professional/managerial occupations are more common 
in the three Cs regions and construction/manufacturing jobs are 
more common in the Other Ohio regions. Meanwhile, Northeast 
and Southeast Ohio tie for the largest proportion of older citizens, 
whereas Central Ohio has the fewest senior citizens. There are also 
important differences in religious affiliation, with Southeast Ohio 
containing the most Evangelical Protestants and Northeast Ohio 
having the least; an opposite pattern holds for the Catholic popula-
tion. There is also large variation in population density across the 
regions.
 A glance back at table 2.1 reveals some similarities between 
Ohio’s regions and the regions of the country as a whole. For in-
stance, Northeast Ohio resembles the country’s Northeast region in 
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relative terms when it comes to the African American population, 
population of European ethnicity, and the proportion of Catholics. 
In contrast, Southeast Ohio resembles the South in terms of pov-
erty and the percentage of Evangelical Protestants. Central Ohio 
resembles the West in terms of professional/managerial occupations 
and college degrees. Meanwhile, Northwest and Southwest Ohio 
resemble the Midwest region as a whole. What follows is a brief 
description of each of the Five Ohios.

Figure 2.1. Map of the Five Ohios
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table 2.3. 

Demographics of the Five Ohios 

Category Subcategory O
hi

o
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or

th
ea

st
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es
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en
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ut

he
as

t
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ut
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t

Race White 85.0 81.4 88.3 84.9 95.9 83.8

African American 12.1 14.8 7.6 10.8 2.4 13.0

Income Household income 
more than $100,000

9.8 10.4 8.1 10.8 4.5 11.5

Below poverty 10.6 10.5 9.9 10.0 14.6 9.8

Occupation Professional and 
managerial

31.0 31.4 26.9 33.5 23.8 33.2

Construction, 
manufacturing, and 

production
27.8 26.5 34.5 24.3 36.1 25.8

Education College degree 21.1 21.9 17.3 24.9 11.3 23.5

High school degree 83.0 83.3 84.0 84.6 77.7 83.1

Gender Male 48.6 48.0 48.8 49.2 49.1 48.4

Female 51.4 52.0 51.2 50.8 50.9 51.6

Age Under 18 25.4 25.1 26.2 25.5 24.7 25.8

Over 65 13.3 14.6 13.5 10.9 14.4 12.6

Marital 
status

Family households with 
married couple

52.2 50.7 53.8 51.1 56.8 52.2

Nonfamily households 32.4 32.8 31.3 33.9 29.3 32.5

Ethnicity Western European 63.8 59.0 69.4 65.1 67.6 66.1

Foreign-born 3.0 3.9 2.0 3.8 0.9 2.5

Religion Evangelical Protestant 26.3 18.3 24.9 30.2 42.0 26.4

Catholic 23.8 28.6 26.3 15.1 11.6 21.4

Population 
density

277.3 678.5 179.3 271.9 92.6 418.6

Sources: 2000 U.S. census; 2005–7 Akron Buckeye polls.
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Northeast Ohio

The most “northeastern” region of Ohio is geographically the north-
eastern part of the state, and for historical, cultural, and economic 
reasons, Northeast Ohio closely resembles the states of the mid-
Atlantic region. One reason for this pattern is the large number 
of cities in the region, including Cleveland, Akron, Canton, and 
Youngstown. With approximately 3.8 million residents, this region 
resembles the large urban concentrations of the Eastern Seaboard.
 In topographical terms, this region extends from Lake Erie into 
the part of the Allegheny plateau that was formerly glaciated. 
The core of this region is the Western Reserve—land reserved for 
Connecticut after the Revolution—which still gives the region a 
“Yankee” flavor. The Ohio and Erie Canal and industrialization 
eventually expanded this region south into some of the Congress 
Lands—land sold by Congress after the American Revolution to 
raise money to pay off debts accumulated during the war.
 Northeast Ohio has the most ethnically diverse population in 
the state. However, despite its diversity, Ohio has only had three 
black members of Congress: Louis Stokes, the first African Ameri-
can to represent Ohio in the U.S. House; his successor Stephanie 
Tubbs Jones; and Jones’s successor Marcia Fudge, who currently 
represents the Eleventh Congressional District, which is composed 
of the mostly minority eastern side of Cleveland and some of its 
inner-ring suburbs. Beachwood, a nearby suburb, has a large Jewish 
population. There are also numerous pockets of eastern Europeans 
and immigrants from other regions of the world that have settled 
around Cleveland. Unions remain a powerful force, and politics in 
the region have been tinged by racial and ethnic divisions. The dis-
tinction between urban, suburban, and rural areas remains strong 
in the region, with the suburbs and exurbs largely white and middle 
to upper class, while Cleveland and its inner-ring suburbs are more 
racially and economically diverse.
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 Northeast Ohio could be fairly described as part of the midwest-
ern Rust Belt created by the erosion of the industrial-era manufac-
turing base—a trend that afflicts many Ohio cities.15 The struggles 
of the region’s economy have been particularly acute since the re-
cession of 2001–2: while the country as a whole experienced a mod-
est 1.3 percent increase in jobs in the recovery from that recession, 
Northeast Ohio experienced a loss of 5.9 percent.16 Throughout 
the first decade of the twenty-first century, key declines occurred in 
the steel, automobile, and auto parts industries, all once mainstays 
of employment in the region. Cleveland currently has one of the 
highest poverty rates in the nation, and so while the mortgage crisis 
hit other booming areas due to overextended credit and specula-
tion, the cause in Cleveland was largely due to predatory lending 
and an evaporating tax base. The effects are expected to continue 
for years.
 However, there is some evidence of a growing postindustrial ser-
vice and knowledge economy. The health care industry, driven in 
large part by the prestige of the ever-expanding Cleveland Clinic, 
is now a leading employer in the region, attracting doctors and a 
range of high-tech support jobs. Plans to make the region, along 
with Pittsburgh, a “health care corridor” and “tech belt” have re-
ceived praise and some support from state leaders.17

 For all these reasons, Northeast Ohio is the most liberal and 
Democratic region of the state in the contemporary era, a pattern 
inherited from the industrial and postindustrial eras.

Northwest Ohio

Northwest Ohio includes the Toledo metropolitan area and also 
small, inland manufacturing cities such as Lima and Findlay. Com-
posed of approximately 1.3 million residents, the region is primar-
ily agricultural, containing flat and rich farm lands that extend 
west and south to the Indiana border. Not surprisingly, this re-
gion resembles the nonmetropolitan Midwest both culturally and 
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economically. The region is balanced, however, between relatively 
densely populated urban areas (Erie and Lucas counties have 300 
and 1,300 people per square mile) and rural areas (seven counties 
have density levels below 100 people per square mile).
 Topographically, a large part of the region is covered with glacial 
till plains that produce fertile agricultural land, including the Fire-
lands region east of Toledo along Lake Erie, land originally given to 
New England victims of British raids during the American Revolu-
tion. Most of the area, however, came from the Congress Lands and 
land Ohio extorted from Michigan as a price of the latter entering 
the Union as a state. This region is dominated by the waterways of 
Lake Erie and the Maumee River and includes the Black Swamp 
area north of the Maumee. This region was bound together by the 
Miami and Erie Canal in the early nineteenth century.
 The economic character of the region has been described as 
follows:

The foundation of Ohio’s Farm Belt voters is as sturdy as the rum-
bling tractors that cultivate their fields, built on family, religion 
and education. . . . And this despite the second-highest rate of job 
loss in the state last year behind Northeast Ohio. . . . The people 
of Northwest Ohio—in Toledo and in Lima, Findlay, Fremont and 
Clyde—make autos and tires and glass and washing machines. But 
the region is defined by its farms and farm families.18

Despite the dominance of commercial agriculture, manufacturing 
also makes up a large portion of the region’s economy, and to some 
extent, the outlook is slightly better for the automotive industry.19 
The postindustrial knowledge economy is not strongly evident in 
this region of Ohio.
 Aside from the city of Toledo, Northwest Ohio is less ethnically 
and racially diverse than Northeast Ohio. Originally settled by 
Germans and northern Europeans, Northwest Ohio is character-
ized by high levels of religious affiliation, especially Lutherans and 
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Catholics. The dominance of the agricultural industry gives the re-
gion a conventional and conservative ethos. For example, North-
west Ohioans have tended to give more attention to cultural issues 
than other parts of Ohio—a fact that led one analyst to describe it 
as a “values-driven region” that puts “character first.”20

 For all these reasons, Northwest Ohio is mixed politically. It leans 
conservative and Republican, but its citizens have shown a willing-
ness to vote Democratic under the right circumstances. Democratic 
cities and towns line Lake Erie while inland areas are agricultural, 
rural, and heavily Republican. In the contemporary era, this region 
has tended to be one of the swing areas in presidential and state 
elections.

Central Ohio

Central Ohio is a growing region, thanks largely to the Columbus 
metropolitan area. This growth is fueled in part by state govern-
ment, Ohio State University, and service industries such as in-
surance. Consequently, this region is mostly characterized by the 
growth of a postindustrial knowledge economy. Columbus, with a 
population of over 700,000, is now the fifteenth largest city in the 
United States and almost double the size of the city of Cleveland 
proper; the region as a whole has approximately 2.3 million people. 
Due in large part to this rapid growth, the region has some similar-
ity with the growing cities of the American West.
 Central Ohio is entirely landlocked, far from the waterways that 
dominate the four other regions of the state. In fact, the state capi-
tal was originally placed in the center of the state so as to be equidis-
tant from the other regions. The topography is in large part glacial 
till plains and rich agricultural land. So it was fitting that Ohio State 
University, one of the first land grant colleges, was established in 
this region. In terms of settlement, the core of this region was part of 
the Virginia Military District—land given to Virginia Revolutionary 
War soldiers—but it also includes parts of the Congress Lands.
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 Unlike the other regions, Central Ohio has a single dominant 
city. Columbus has long been known as “Cowtown”: historically, 
the state capital was an urban island surrounded by a sea of farm 
land. In recent years, however, the city has worked hard to shed 
this image.21 Columbus now has a solid urban core at the center of 
a sprawling metropolitan area. Given the population growth in the 
city, it is not surprising that the region’s economy is performing well. 
Of all the Ohio cities, Columbus is the most “white collar,” and 
this reputation has been enhanced in recent years. The economy of 
the region is among the few in the state that are growing; a report 
by the Ohio Department of Jobs and Family Services found that 
Columbus and Central Ohio far outstripped any other region of the 
state in terms of employment growth between 2000 and 2008.22

 The suburbs and exurbs of Franklin County have grown sub-
stantially in the last two decades, and this growth has extended 
to surrounding counties, particularly Delaware County. Malls and 
major shopping centers such as Polaris have sprung up along the 
edges of Franklin County, but even more in Delaware County, one 
of the fastest-growing counties in the nation. As journalist Matt 
Bai wrote in a widely cited report on Delaware County’s role in the 
2004 election:

Driving north from Columbus on Route 23, you pass rows of wilting 
two-story homes, a few scattered warehouses, a suburban green. You 
hit a brand-new stretch of wide asphalt that seems to be taking you 
nowhere at 50 miles per hour. Then, suddenly, it’s Starbucks and 
Wal-Mart and modular houses flying up faster than the ground can 
be turned. Down Polaris Parkway, which was a little-used road a few 
years ago, there’s now a giant mall, a Fidelity Investments outlet, 
Saks Fifth Avenue, the tinted windows of new office buildings. This 
is Delaware County, population 133,000 and exploding. Delaware is 
the fastest-growing county in Ohio and the 16th-fastest-growing in 
the country. It has expanded by 30 percent just since the last presi-
dential election.23
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Due to all this change, Central Ohio remains difficult to character-
ize politically in the contemporary era. The city of Columbus and its 
inner-ring suburbs have become increasingly Democratic, while the 
growing exurbs and outlying areas tend to be Republican.

Southeast Ohio

Southeast Ohio is the Appalachian part of Ohio, rural and econom-
ically depressed due to the decline of mining and other industries.24 
It is the least populated region of the state with approximately 1.2 
million people, and only one county has a population density above 
200 people per square mile (in Northeast Ohio, only one county 
has a population density below 200 people per square mile).
 In topology, this region makes up the portion of the Allegheny 
plateau that was not glaciated, so it is both mountainous and domi-
nated by the Ohio River and its tributaries. This region was among 
the first sections of the state settled by people moving out of Penn-
sylvania and Virginia. It was constructed from a series of land sales, 
including congressional lands, the Seven Ranges, and the Ohio 
Land Company. Transportation was a problem in this region and 
it was not a particularly rich agricultural area, so coal mining and 
other extractive industries became important economically. As was 
the case with most of Appalachia, the relationship with more in-
dustrial areas was imbalanced as economic development largely was 
limited to the building of infrastructure necessary for shipping and 
extraction.
 Partly due to these historical factors, Southeast Ohio has devel-
oped a unique cultural identity. Many of the original descendants 
were Scotch Irish Highlanders hostile to outsiders and cynical about 
both governmental and corporate power. Low population density 
and widespread poverty have contributed to the culture of the re-
gion. In many ways, this region is very similar to West Virginia and 
the broader Appalachian region (it is part of the U.S. Appalachian 
Commission).25 Unemployment rates are consistently above na-
tional and state averages, and the Ohio Department of Economic 
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Development has identified nearly every county in Ohio’s Appala-
chian region as “distressed” and as designated “Priority Investment 
Areas.” It lacks a single major city and has the lowest percentage of 
citizens with a college degree.26

 It is also the least diverse region, with whites making up over 96 
percent of the citizenry and relatively few Catholics or Jews. By some 
estimates, nearly 30 percent of the citizens are veterans.27 South east 
Ohio is traditionally religious, with a strong Evangelical flavor.
 Politically, Southeast Ohio is socially conservative, pro-gun, and 
skeptical of environmental regulations. However, it is also econom-
ically depressed and thus disposed toward liberal economic policy, 
often displaying a populist flair. For these reasons, it has been one of 
the swing regions within the state, with a penchant for voicing its 
displeasure with incumbent officeholders of both parties.

Southwest Ohio

Southwest Ohio was also one of the earliest areas of the state to be 
settled. It is known for the cities of Cincinnati, Dayton, and Spring-
field and includes their suburban and rural hinterlands, with an 
approximate population of 2.8 million. Topographically, this region 
is dominated by the Ohio River and its tributaries, the Scioto and 
the Miami. This region came in large part from the Virginia Military 
District but also from a series of private land purchases. Because of 
the Ohio River, Cincinnati was the first major city in Ohio, setting 
basic patterns for the state as it developed.
 In fact, Cincinnati’s airport is actually in Kentucky, and this 
speaks volumes about the region. The slight midwestern accent 
in the rest of the state is replaced with southern accents, and the 
region is much less diverse in ethnic terms than Northeast Ohio. 
Southwest Ohio is similar culturally and economically to the upper 
South, adding another element of diversity to the Buckeye State. 
In fact, Southwest Ohio tends to be conservative both culturally 
and economically. The Taft family, which spawned generations of 
Republican leaders, hails from this area.
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 In modern times, the region has had mixed economic success. 
Cincinnati is home to several major corporations, including Proctor 
and Gamble, Macy’s, and GE Aviation. The presence of Wright-
Patterson Air Force Base, located outside of Dayton, is an economic 
engine and contributes to the area’s conservatism.
 The shifting nature of American social and economic life is partly 
reflected by the diverging paths of Cincinnati and Columbus. In the 
1990s, Cincinnati led Ohio cities in population decline, no small 
accomplishment in a state losing both manufacturing jobs and peo-
ple. There is a strong racial element to this shift that may end Cin-
cinnati’s historic reputation as one of the few large American cities 
that has tended to vote Republican. The city’s white population 
declined by over forty thousand (22 percent) during the 1990s—
one reason that Barack Obama was able to carry it in 2008.28 Cin-
cinnati’s decline directly benefited the surrounding counties. While 
the region’s population grew at an anemic 1 percent from 2000 to 
2005, the three counties immediately surrounding it are among the 
top ten fastest growing in the state. The exurbs are models of the 
areas targeted by Karl Rove and Republicans in 2004. These exurbs 
are wealthier and less diverse. In fact, a Brookings Institution re-
port found that the Cincinnati area had one of the nation’s highest 
number of exurban counties for a major metropolitan area and that 
the exurbanites were “disproportionately white, middle-income, 
homeowners, and commuters.”29

 For all these reasons, Southwest Ohio is the most consistently 
conservative and Republican area of the state in the contemporary 
era, a point of continuity with previous eras.

THE FIVE OHIOS AND THE VOTE

Can we see evidence of the Five Ohios in election results? A good 
way to begin answering this question is to look at the Five Ohios in 
presidential elections. The last three decades provide a unique view 
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of the range of county voting patterns that are possible. Figure 2.2 
presents the overall average Republican vote from 1980 to 2008, a 
period that covers a little less than one-half of the postindustrial era 
as well as the initial elections of the contemporary era. Over this 
period, the Republicans won five of the presidential elections and 
the Democrats won three—a pattern that reflects the slight GOP 
bias of Ohio election results historically.
 As figure 2.2 reveals, Northeast Ohio was the most Democratic 
of the Five Ohios, especially Cuyahoga, Trumbull, and Mahoning 
counties.30 Overall, Republican presidential candidates won just 
41 percent of the two-party vote in this region between 1980 and 
2008. In contrast, Southwest Ohio is the most Republican of the 
five regions, especially the suburban counties around Hamilton 
County, but also the rural counties in the far north of the region. 

Figure 2.2. Map of average Republican presidential vote, 
1980–2008
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Overall, Republican presidential candidates won 56 percent of the 
two-party vote in this region between 1980 and 2008. At the same 
time, Central and Northwest Ohio tended to be Republican but 
less reliably so: GOP presidential candidates obtained 54 percent of 
the two-party vote in Central Ohio and 52 percent in Northwest 
Ohio over this twenty-eight-year period. In Central Ohio, Franklin 
County was among the most Democratic counties and in North-
west Ohio, it was Lucas County. Southeast Ohio was even more 
Democratic and contained a diverse set of counties, some very 
Democratic and some very Republican. Over this period, the re-
gion split the presidential vote fairly evenly, with GOP presidential 
candidates receiving 49 percent of the two-party vote.
 These patterns stretch back into history, remaining recognizable 
in both good Republican and good Democratic election years. Fig-
ure 2.3 illustrates this point by presenting the Republican presiden-
tial vote for the 1960, 1976, 2004, and 2008 presidential elections. 
In 1960, Richard Nixon defeated John F. Kennedy in the Buckeye 
State. In this election, Northeast Ohio was the most Democratic 
region, and Southwest Ohio was the most Republican, followed 
closely by Central Ohio and the other regions. Overall, in the 1976 
election, when Jimmy Carter defeated Gerald Ford in Ohio, the 
Buckeye State was substantially more Democratic than in 1960. 
However, note that Northeast Ohio was the best Democratic re-
gion, followed by Southeast Ohio, with Southwest and Central 
Ohio still the best Republican regions.
 The same basic regional pattern held in 2004 when George W. 
Bush defeated John Kerry. Southwest and Central Ohio were still 
the best regions for the GOP, but note that the counties with big 
cities—Franklin, Montgomery, and Hamilton—were substantially 
Democratic. These urban Democratic gains were largely offset by 
increased Republican strength in Southeast and Northwest Ohio; 
Northeast Ohio remained the strongest Democratic region. In 2008, 
when Barack Obama defeated John McCain, the patterns looked 
substantially the same but with increased Democratic strength in 
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various parts of the state. Obama did especially well in Northeast 
Ohio and improved in Southeast and Northwest Ohio; he also won 
both Franklin and Hamilton counties in the other two regions. Still, 
Southwest Ohio was McCain’s best region in the state in 2008.
 The changes in regional voting patterns between 2004 and 2008 
are instructive and are presented in figure 2.4, which shows the 
change in the Democratic vote between the two elections. Overall, 
Obama gained 5 percent in Northwest Ohio, 4 percent in Central 
Ohio, 3 percent in Southwest Ohio, and 1 percent each in South-
east and Northeast Ohio. These patterns show the wisdom of the 
Obama campaign’s attention to Republican areas as well as the core 
Democratic areas. Key differences were the Democratic gains in the 

Figure 2.3. Map of Republican presidential vote, 1960, 
1976, 2004, and 2008
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rural counties of Northwest and Central Ohio and also the win-
ning of Hamilton County deep in the Republican Southwest. These 
gains helped overcome some declines between 2004 and 2008, es-
pecially in the semicircle of counties along the Pennsylvania border 
and the Ohio River, ranging from Trumbull County in the north to 
Scioto County in the south-central part of the state.
 These same basic regional patterns remain for U.S. Senate elec-
tions. As with presidential contests, individual elections can alter 
the patterns, but even in electoral landslides, the relative position-
ing of the regions holds up. In 2006, Republican U.S. senator Mike 
DeWine received the most support in the GOP’s historical base 
(and his home region) in Southwest Ohio, winning 53 percent, and 
was competitive in the swing region of Central Ohio, winning 47 
percent. But in Northwest and Southeast Ohio, DeWine managed 
only 43 percent against Democrat Sherrod Brown and won only 

Figure 2.4. Map of Kerry versus Obama vote percentage
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about one in three votes in the Democratic base of Northeast Ohio 
(Brown’s home region). But the most important pattern in figure 
2.5 is the consistency of the vote by region in 1994 (when DeWine 
was first elected to the Senate) and 2000 (when he was reelected) 
compared to 2006 (when DeWine lost). In three very different 
elections, the relative support across the regions barely changes at 
all despite considerable variation in DeWine’s performance at the 
polls.
 Finally, these patterns hold for statewide elections as well. Figure 
2.6 shows the Republican votes for statewide candidates from 1982 
to 2006 (which includes races for governor, attorney general, trea-
surer, secretary of state, and auditor). Note the striking similarity 
between the regional patterns for the presidential and statewide 
officeholders in figures 2.2 and 2.6. Overall, Republican statewide 
candidates collectively won an average of 42.2 percent of the state-
wide vote in Northeast Ohio, 52.7 percent in Central Ohio, 51.8 
percent in Northwest Ohio, 47.9 percent in Southeast Ohio, and 
55.7 percent in Southwest Ohio.
 In sum, the Five Ohios show a remarkable consistency in voting 
behavior during the postindustrial era, especially for presidential 

Figure 2.5. DeWine regional performance, 1994–2006
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elections but for other offices as well. If nothing else, these patterns 
reveal the usefulness of these five regions in understanding the 
Buckeye battleground. But even a quick glance at the maps indi-
cates that none of these regions are monolithic, with some county-
level variation within them. So it is worth taking a brief look at 
intraregional diversity in the vote.

INTRAREGIONAL DIVERSITY

In examining regional political differences, counties are the favor-
ite unit of analysis because they are relatively small, data are easily 
accessible, and most citizens identify as much with their county as 

Figure 2.6. Map of Republican statewide vote percentage, 
1982–2006
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with their own state. Thus, it is worth looking at the county-level 
vote in more detail.

Northeast Ohio

On one end of the political scale is Northeast Ohio. In presiden-
tial elections since 1980, of the twelve counties in Northeast Ohio, 
seven were Democratic (average vote for Democratic candidates 
exceeds average Republican vote in all elections since 1980), the 
highest number of Democratic counties in any region in the state. 
Only three counties (Geauga, Medina, and Wayne) have voted 
Republican in every election since 1980. Since 1980, no county 
in the region has become more Republican, but three (Ashtabula, 
Lorain, and Stark) have become more Democratic since Clinton’s 
election in 1992. In 1980, Reagan won eight of the twelve counties 
in Northeast Ohio, whereas in 2004, Bush won only four, and in 
2008, McCain won only three.

Southwest Ohio

On the other end of the scale is Southwest Ohio. Since 1980, thir-
teen of the fifteen counties have voted for every Republican presi-
dential candidate. Only Montgomery (Dayton), Clark (Springfield), 
and Hamilton (Cincinnati) have ever voted for a Democratic can-
didate. Bush narrowly carried Clark in 2004, while Montgomery has 
become a reliably Democratic county over time. Hamilton County 
also exhibited some movement to the Democratic column and vot-
ers gave a solid majority to Obama in 2008. With these exceptions, 
however, Southwest Ohio has been strongly Republican.

Northwest Ohio

Northwest Ohio demonstrates more variability. The region has gen-
erally been Republican, but with pockets of Democratic strength. In 
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this region, fifteen of the eighteen counties gave a majority to Re-
publican presidential candidates since 1980. Only Erie and Lucas 
(Toledo) were reliably Democratic over this period. Bill Clinton was 
able to win several counties in the region in the 1990s, but in 2004, 
counties such as Ottawa and Sandusky had returned to their Re-
publican voting patterns by going for Bush. In 2008, Obama won 
Erie and Lucas and also picked up Ottawa, Sandusky, and Wood.

Central Ohio

Overall, Central Ohio is one of the most Republican regions of the 
state at the county level. Of the sixteen counties in this region, 
Franklin (Columbus) stands alone as a Democratic oasis, having 
been the only county in the region to have voted for any Demo-
cratic presidential candidate since 1980. However, almost 60 per-
cent of the region’s population lives in Franklin County, providing 
more than one-half of all the region’s votes in presidential elections 
since 1980. Franklin County has been trending away from the Re-
publicans: in 1988, George H. W. Bush won almost 60 percent of 
the vote in his victory over Michael Dukakis, but in 2004, George 
W. Bush managed to win only 45 percent of the vote against John 
Kerry. In 2008, Obama routed McCain in Franklin County, winning 
60 percent of the vote; however, in fourteen of the other fifteen 
counties, McCain won a majority of the vote.

Southeast Ohio

Southeast Ohio is the most diverse region in terms of the county-
level vote. Of the twenty-seven counties in the region, thirteen 
on balance voted Republican since 1980, four on balance voted 
Democratic, and ten were nearly evenly divided. But there has 
been considerable variation by election, with a Republican shift in 
good Republican years, such as 1984, and the Democratic shift in 
good Democratic years, such as in 1996. In 2008, Obama’s lost vote 
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share compared to Kerry’s in twelve of the counties, but eighteen 
counties were decided by less than 10 percentage points.
 These interregional patterns are illustrated in figures 2.7 and 2.8, 
which are dot plots showing the distribution of county voting pat-
terns in each region, ranging from Southwest Ohio (the most Re-
publican region) to Northeast Ohio (the most Democratic region). 
Each entry is marked with an R or a D to show the partisan bal-
ance of the county; the size of the letter denotes the relative size of 
the county, with, for instance, a large D denoting a more populous 
county and a small D denoting a county with a small population. 

Figure 2.7. County Republican support in federal elections, 
1980–2008

Any shading differences in this graph are for illustration purposes only.
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These plots show the different tendencies of each region both in 
terms of overall partisanship as well as internal diversity and the 
relative importance of the counties to the overall vote.
 Figure 2.7 shows the combined average Republican vote of 
presidential, senatorial, and congressional elections by county from 
1980 to 2008, and figure 2.8 shows analogous patterns for state 
offices over the same period (state data are from 1982 to 2006). 
These plots summarize the patterns we have described so far.
 Beginning with Southwest Ohio (at the top of figures 2.7 and 
2.8), the counties are clustered toward the right (Republican) side 

Figure 2.8. County Republican support in statewide 
elections, 1982–2006

Any shading differences in this graph are for illustration purposes only.
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of the plot—with both the large and small counties voting Republi-
can over this period. The largest counties are Hamilton and Mont-
gomery, and note that these large counties tend toward the center 
of the plot, indicating the fact that these large urban counties are 
more competitive and, as noted above, have become more so in 
recent times.
 Something of an opposite pattern occurred in Northeast Ohio 
(at the bottom of figures 2.7 and 2.8), with a clustering of the coun-
ties toward the left (Democratic) side of the plot. Note the presence 
of the large counties on the Democratic side, especially Cuyahoga 
County, but also Mahoning, Summit, and Trumbull. But there were 
also Republican counties in the region—smaller suburban and rural 
counties clustered toward the right side of the plot.
 In these plots, Central Ohio shows the least variability in county 
voting patterns of any region in the state, with the counties clus-
tered to the right. But note the single large county—Franklin—
that is located right in the middle of the plot, hovering around 50 
percent of the GOP vote. As noted above, Franklin County has be-
come increasingly Democratic over this period in federal and state 
elections. In this regard, Central Ohio looks more like the South-
west than the Northeast.
 In partial contrast, Northwest Ohio resembles the Northeast. 
Several large counties are found on the left (Democratic) side of 
the plot, including Lucas County. But the remainder of the coun-
ties—mostly small suburban and rural counties—clustered toward 
the right (Republican side) on the plot. The most intriguing pattern 
is in Southeast Ohio. When elections for a variety of offices are 
included (as opposed to just the presidential vote), eight counties 
gave a majority of their ballots to Democratic candidates—a larger 
number of Democratic counties than in Northeast Ohio. But note 
that these Democratic counties tend to be small and rural, much 
like the counties that cluster toward the right side of the plot. These 
patterns underlie the tendencies of the Northwest and Southeast to 
be swing regions in federal and state elections.
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CONCLUSION

When the 2008 Obama campaign chose to pursue votes in Repub-
lican strongholds of Ohio, it was acknowledging the traditional po-
litical regions within the state. This recognition reveals, in turn, 
Ohio’s great political diversity, a principal reason why Ohio is a pe-
rennial battleground. We have shown that although Ohio is some-
thing of a microcosm of the nation as a whole, this status arises from 
its internal regional diversity. The Five Ohios capture this diversity 
fairly accurately and are associated with the vote with a high de-
gree of consistency. In essence, the elements of the Buckeye battle-
ground resemble many of the regions in the country as a whole.
 Recognition of the Five Ohios helps explain why Ohio is a bell-
wether, cyclical, and competitive state, especially in presidential 
elections. But the Five Ohios raise other questions noted earlier 
in the chapter: Why are these regions distinctive at the ballot box? 
Is it because of the composition of the regions, or is it because of 
the context the regions provide for electoral politics? In the next 
chapter, we will illuminate both the compositional and contextual 
explanations for the political impact of region and, as part of the 
discussion, examine the impact of Ohio’s diverse demography on 
the vote.
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APPENDIX:  
THE COUNTY COMPOSITION OF THE FIVE OHIOS

Northeast Northwest Central Southeast Southwest 

Counties Ashtabula
Cuyahoga
Geauga
Lake
Lorain
Mahoning
Medina
Portage
Stark
Summit
Trumbull
Wayne

Allen
Auglaize
Defiance
Erie
Fulton
Hancock
Henry
Huron
Lucas
Mercer
Ottawa
Paulding
Putnam
Sandusky
Seneca
Van Wert
Williams
Wood

Ashland
Crawford
Delaware
Fairfield
Fayette
Franklin
Hardin
Knox
Licking
Madison
Marion
Morrow
Pickaway
Richland
Union 
Wyandot

Adams
Athens
Belmont
Carroll
Columbiana
Coshocton
Gallia
Guernsey
Harrison
Highland
Hocking
Holmes
Jackson
Jefferson
Lawrence
Meigs
Morgan
Monroe
Muskingum
Noble
Perry
Pike
Ross
Scioto
Tuscarawas
Vinton
Washington

Brown
Butler
Champaign
Clark
Clermont
Clinton
Darke
Greene
Hamilton
Logan
Miami
Montgomery
Preble
Shelby
Warren
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ChaPter 3

The Political Impact of Demography

On marCh 4, 2008, senator hillary Clinton won a resound-
ing victory in the Ohio presidential primary, defeating Senator 

Barack Obama 53 to 44 percent and winning 83 of the 88 counties. 
Of Obama’s five counties, all had African American populations 
above the state average. Pundits immediately declared that Obama 
lost because Clinton appealed to the white working class and rural 
Democrats the party had been losing to the Republicans for many 
years.1 These patterns reinforced widespread concerns that many 
white voters would not support an African American candidate for 
president. Figure 3.1 illustrates these patterns for the 2008 Ohio 
primary.
 However, just eight months later, Obama won a narrow victory 
in Ohio, securing 51 percent of the vote and a total of twenty-two 
counties—including some counties that had supported Clinton in 
the primary. African Americans were strong supporters of Obama 
in the 2008 general election, as they had been in the primary,2 but 
clearly something had changed with white voters. While only 34 
percent of white voters in the primary (and only 27 percent of self-
identified Democrats) voted for Obama, 46 percent of whites voted 
for Obama in the general election. Since exit polls estimated that 
whites made up 86 percent of the Ohio electorate in the general 
election, this was a significant improvement. By the next morning, 
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pundits delved into the election returns and the exit poll results to 
determine the sources of the Obama victory. On this point there 
were many different explanations.
 For example, Ruy Teixeira and William Frey of the Brookings 
Institution argued it was white working-class voters that delivered 
a win to Obama along with Democratic shifts of suburban whites.3 
Clinton pollster Mark Penn noted that the key to the Obama 
victory was his performance among one of the fastest-growing 
subgroups in the electorate—the upper-middle class.4 Other expla-
nations included the mobilization of young voters by the Obama 
campaign and the support of college-educated voters.5 Columnist 
E. J. Dionne seemed to sum up these various claims, arguing, “It 
is the majority of a dynamic country increasingly at ease with its 
diversity.”6

Figure 3.1. Primary candidate support and county racial 
makeup, 2008
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 What all these views of Obama’s victory had in common was 
a focus on the impact of demographic groups on the vote. In this 
chapter, we will review the demographic diversity of Ohio to bet-
ter understand the Buckeye battleground. In this regard, we focus 
in part on the compositional view of the political impact of region 
(as discussed in chapter 2): Do group differences across the state 
explain regional patterns of voting? Demographic analysis can il-
luminate voting patterns regardless of who is on the ballot or the 
circumstances of the campaign. However, we also consider the con-
textual explanation for the political impact of region by examining 
the effects of demography on the vote across the Five Ohios.

DEMOGRAPHY AND WHY IT  
MATTERS POLITICALLY

For many pundits and scholars, demography is often equated with 
political destiny, as changes in the voting patterns among key de-
mographic groups are extrapolated forward to predict future win-
ners and losers. Many of the explanations make intuitive sense and 
some have strong empirical support as well. However, many ana-
lysts oversimplify the impact of demography by insisting that there 
is a single explanation for the outcome of an election involving 
millions of voters that can be broken down into numerous demo-
graphic subgroups. We attempt to avoid this oversimplification by 
examining all of the most common demographic variables and their 
relationship to the vote in Ohio.
 To some extent, the sociological or group explanation is based 
on a self-interested model of politics.7 Taken to an extreme, stated 
ideological or partisan views really just amount to a post hoc ratio-
nalization of group interest. Politics largely is the struggle of groups 
to obtain political power, social prestige, and, in the end, economic 
standing. Of course, citizens belonging to various social groups may 
not see their interests as opposed to others and may not even be 
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consciously aware of the political orientation of their supposed 
group. In the aggregate, however, the political behavior of thou-
sands or even millions of individuals sharing a group identity, the 
explanation goes, is due to competition over social, economic, and 
political resources.
 Numerous social groups exist but only some become politicized 
such that social identities become political identities. For example, 
Seymour Martin Lipset and Stein Rokkan’s seminal analysis of po-
litical parties finds that party conflict in Europe has deep historical 
roots,8 developing out of the long march toward industrialization 
as well as clashes over cultural identity. Their “freezing hypothesis” 
noted that most of the groups that divided along party lines in the 
1960s were fairly close to the same divisions of the groups aligned 
with European parties of the 1920s. The British Labour Party, for 
example, arose in the early twentieth century to represent the in-
terests of the working class as industrialization resulted in substan-
tial inequalities even as the franchise had been extended to workers 
in the middle of the nineteenth century. The existing Liberal Party 
at the time tended to represent the established middle class, while 
the Conservatives mostly represented the British aristocracy. The 
Labour Party arose as newly enfranchised trade union workers be-
came more conscious of their rights and interests and organized 
politically.
 While the historical or cultural causes that generate politicized 
group identities perhaps defy simple generalization, once traits be-
come politically relevant, political discussions, social interactions, 
and political campaigns reinforce their political meanings. As John 
Petrocik notes, social identities are a “central feature of human per-
sonality” and political parties arise as the organized manifestation 
of group competition.9

 Understanding how different groups vote is a critical part of 
understanding not only election outcomes but also the ideas and 
issues that define political life (a topic we will engage in chapter 
4). In the United States, there has been extensive research on the 
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relationship between social group identities and partisan support.10 
In general, research indicates that group voting behavior, while not 
as powerful a predictor as in Europe, does provide a strong indica-
tion of how U.S. citizens will align along partisan lines. The exten-
sive research on the relationship between social group identities 
and voting behavior has found that demography is a powerful pre-
dictor of whether citizens vote Democratic or Republican.11 The 
two-party system in the United States exists because of the decen-
tralized structure of the parties but also because group conflict has 
tended to be subsumed by more general battles over governmental 
power and over principles that tend to cut across social lines.12

 Scholars have identified three basic clusters of demographic fac-
tors that are associated with distinctive identities in contemporary 
American politics.13 The first cluster of demographic factors in-
cludes income, education, and occupation, often loosely labeled as 
measures of socioeconomic “class.” These factors matter politically 
because they reflect differences in economic interests and material 
well-being. Population density (such as urban/rural differences) and 
population change (such as growth and decline in total population) 
are often treated along with measures of class because of the con-
nection of these characteristics to the performance of the economy. 
The second demographic cluster includes religion, ethnicity, and 
race, often loosely labeled as measures of “culture.” These factors 
matter politically because they reflect basic differences in values. 
The third cluster includes age, gender, and family status, often 
loosely labeled as “life cycle” factors. These factors matter because 
they reflect basic differences in personal experience.
 Such deep-seated patterns may also help explain regional dif-
ferences in Ohio and the persistence of such differences over time 
and across types of elections, as we saw in the previous chapter. By 
focusing on demographic characteristics, we can, to a great extent, 
explain why Ohioans vote the way they do and the different bases 
of support for each party. These patterns also help to explain why 
Ohio is the perennial battleground state in presidential elections.
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DEMOGRAPHY AND THE VOTE IN OHIO

In the analysis that follows, we will use both survey and U.S. census 
data to explore the effects of demographics on Ohio’s voting pat-
terns. Individual-level survey data on demography have the advan-
tage of allowing for a direct link to the vote but are typically less 
comprehensive and extensive than census data. In contrast, the 
county-level census data provide a wealth of demographic informa-
tion—far more than could ever be collected in a survey. Since the 
links between such data and how individuals behave on Election 
Day are not always evident, we must often rely on inferences about 
how demography translates into support at the polls. What follows 
is a review of the impact of measures of class, culture, and life cycle 
on voting behavior in the Buckeye State that focuses on both the 
compositional and contextual theories of the impact of region on 
the vote.

Measures of Class

Historically, class differences in Ohio politics could be seen in a bat-
tle between white-collar and blue-collar workers. In the industrial 
era, economic development allowed the state to transition from a 
largely rural to an industrial economy. Ohio saw those advance-
ments in a variety of locations: glass in Toledo, tires in Akron, steel 
in Cleveland and Youngstown, and consumer products in Cincin-
nati. All these communities grew rapidly with migration from farm-
lands and the South as well as continued immigration from abroad. 
While Ohio was quickly urbanizing, the booming farm economy 
brought additional wealth to Ohio. All these trends created ten-
sions between rural and urban communities.14

 In the postindustrial era, the state’s economic success produced 
a large suburban middle class. The white-collar wealthy and mid-
dle-class managers formed an important base for Republicans, and 
blue-collar working-class labor was the backbone of the Democratic 
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coalition. In rural Ohio, commercial farmers tended to be allied 
with the Republicans. However, in both suburban and rural areas, 
less wealthy individuals were more variable in their politics, willing 
to vote Democratic under the right circumstances. These tensions 
have been exacerbated in recent times by population decline, in-
cluding the increase in poverty in some parts of the Buckeye State.15

 In the contemporary era, class still matters in Ohio politics, with 
wealthy people associated with greater Republican voting at the 
county and individual level. As figure 3.2 indicates, the relation-
ship is sharp and clear at the individual level: the Obama vote 
drops sharply from lower- to upper-income voters.
 Some regional differences structure the relationship between in-
come and the vote. Frey and Teixeira, in an analysis of Ohio prior 
to the 2008 election, noted how class effects differed across Ohio in 
the 2004 presidential election:

[John] Kerry’s success among white working class voters varied dra-
matically by region of Ohio. Kerry actually carried white working 
class voters in Cuyahoga County by 17 points and only lost them 
by 2 points in the exit poll’s Northeast region (roughly equivalent 
to our Northeast and Cleveland suburbs regions combined) and 3 
points in the exit poll’s Northwest region (similar to our region of 
the same name). But he lost these voters in the rest of Ohio by 
around 25 points. [In 2006, Sherrod] Brown did much better than 
Kerry among white working class voters throughout Ohio, especially 
in the Northeast, where he carried them by 30 points.16

 Survey data can provide some confirmation of this pattern in 
2008 by looking at income across regions without taking any other 
demographic factors into account. Table 3.1 shows the strongest 
income effects in Northeast and Central Ohio, with lower levels in 
the other regions. This evidence shows some support for the com-
positional explanation for the political impact of region but also 
reveals some support for the contextual explanation. After all, if 
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region did not matter, we would see uniform patterns between in-
come and the vote across all the regions of the state. Instead, the 
relationship between income and the Obama vote depends in part 
on where a voter lives.
 A different way to see this pattern is in figure 3.3, a panel figure 
of county-level median income and the vote by regions. Across the 
Five Ohios, the association between income and the vote is basically 
the same, with less affluent counties voting more Democratic and 
more affluent counties voting more Republican (note the down-
ward sloping line in each panel). But the nature of the relationship 
varies by region (note the variation in the slope of the line). In 
Northeast Ohio, the pattern is fairly sharp, with the more affluent 
counties, such as Medina County, at the opposite end of relatively 
poorer counties, such as Cuyahoga County. In other regions, such 
as Central Ohio, the relationship between county income and the 

Figure 3.2. Percent of vote for Obama and median income
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vote is much weaker. As such, the results show that income matters 
to the vote, but the nature of the relationship is also influenced by 
region. It is worth noting that for Ohio as a whole (at the bottom 
right panel of figure 3.3), income shows a moderately strong rela-
tionship to the vote in 2008.
 Education is another factor closely linked to class, but the effect 
is different than for income. In the postindustrial era, educational 
attainment has become linked to partisan voting trends in complex 
ways: while education is a class marker, it is not as tightly corre-
lated with the vote as is income.17 Higher educational attainment 
is linked to higher levels of Democratic voting, but so is lower edu-
cational attainment. Put another way, Republican voting is highest 
among citizens with middle levels of education.
 Education might reflect differences in voters’ values and pri-
orities. Historically, a college education was reserved for the up-
per-middle class and a high school degree more or less marked a 
blue-collar occupation. It is possible that education now straddles 
the line between culture and class. Many pundits have argued that 

table 3.1. 

Income by region and 2008 Obama vote

Region Over 50,000 Under 50,000 Net Obama

Northeast 53.9 67.2 13.3

Northwest 48.5 55.3   6.8

Central 50.6 66.2 15.6

Southeastern 43.9 45.6   1.7

Southwestern 38.6 47.4   8.8

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll.
Note: Table shows difference in Obama vote between those making more than 
$50,000 and those making less than $50,000.
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Republican positions on issues such as abortion and stem cell re-
search have alienated voters with college degrees because they tend 
to emphasize progressive values, particularly where social issues 
and science are involved.18 Alternatively, Republicans perform best 
among college graduates without an advanced degree because they 
tend to occupy managerial or executive positions.19

 Survey data from the 2008 presidential election in Ohio shows 
that educational attainment is linked to greater support for Obama 
in just this fashion. As figure 3.4 demonstrates, Obama did best 
among the least educated; more poorly among those with more 
education, reaching a low point with college graduates; and better 
among those with postgraduate education.
 In addition, the effects of education are inconsistent across re-
gions, as is shown in the panels of figure 3.5. In every region except 
for the Northeast, the relationship between level of education and 
the Obama vote is positive—that is, the higher the proportion of 

Figure 3.3. County median income and the vote by region
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the population with college degrees, the higher the Obama vote. 
In Southeast and Northwest Ohio, the impact is quite strong. But 
in Northeast Ohio, the relationship is negative, with less educa-
tion associated with a larger Obama vote. It could be that the well- 
educated also live in areas with lower median income and that this 
association hides some of the compositional effects. Education’s 
complex relationship to the vote may also muddle the effect on 
the vote at the county level. However, the panel graph reveals the 
different effects of education on the vote by region. Note that for 
Ohio as a whole, there is a modestly positive relationship between 
higher levels of education and the vote in 2008.

Population Density and Population Growth

One of the most important divisions in Ohio and the nation is be-
tween rural and urban areas, based in part on population density. 
In fact, some analysts believe this is the heart of the “red state/blue 
state” division, as red states are more rural and blue states have 
larger urban populations. Moreover, the pattern of life in a rural 
or urban setting exerts an independent effect on individuals’ social 

Figure 3.4. Education level and the Obama vote
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and political views.20 The political division between rural and urban 
is hardly new, but the extent of the divide in candidate and party 
support varies over time.
 As in many midwestern states, much of Ohio’s political divi-
sions can be traced to a fairly equal balance between urban and 
rural populations. Table 3.2 reports the ten most “Republican” and 
the ten most “Democratic” counties in terms of the aggregate pro-
portion of votes cast for each party’s presidential candidates from 
1980 to 2008 (in parentheses); the final row of the table reports the 
percentage of the state’s population found in these lists of top ten 
counties.
 In general, Republicans dominate low-population rural counties 
while Democrats tend to win highly populated urban counties by 
slightly narrower margins. These top ten Republican counties con-
tributed just over 6 percent to the Republican vote totals from 1980 
to 2008 statewide. In contrast, the top ten Democratic counties 

Figure 3.5. Education level and Obama support by region
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contributed 31 percent of the Democratic presidential vote over 
this period. Thus, Democrats compete statewide because their areas 
of strength are in heavily populated urban areas. But the heavily 
populated counties matter a great deal to the GOP: the top ten 
Democratic counties actually provided the Republicans with more 
than one-quarter of the total votes cast for Republican presidential 
candidates between 1980 and 2008.
 Popular accounts of the 2004 election suggested that Bush 
won by appealing to voters in the fast-growing exurbs in Ohio 
and nationwide. There is some evidence that the demographics 
backing each party are becoming more geographically distinct in 
Ohio. These patterns of population change at the county level are 
often taken as a measure of economic growth and decline. Indeed, 

table 3.2. 

Ohio county presidential voting, 1980–2008

Rank GOP Democrats

1 Putnam (69.12) Cuyahoga (59.58)

2 Holmes (67.32) Mahoning (58.79)

3 Warren (67.22) Trumbull (56.75)

4 Auglaize (66.68) Athens (55.57)

5 Hancock (65.68) Lucas (54.85)

6 Union (65.56) Belmont (54.76)

7 Clermont (64.84) Monroe (54.32)

8 Mercer (63.79) Jefferson (54.06)

9 Van Wert (63.76) Summit (51.86)

10 Allen (63.41) Lorain (50.67)

Percent of Ohio 
population 

6.16 31.02

Source: Ohio Secretary of State.
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analysts have seen important clues about each party’s future pros-
pects in county-level population change. As Ronald Brownstein 
and Richard Rainey of the Los Angeles Times noted in an analysis 
of the 2004 election results, George W. Bush carried ninety-seven 
of the one hundred fastest-growing counties, winning 63 percent of 
the total votes in these counties.21

 Analysts frequently noted that this signaled a significant change 
in the political terrain, as voters in these areas tend to be white, 
wealthy, well-educated, and religious, as shown in table 3.3. The 
rapid growth rates combined with a geographic isolation that 
seemed to finally provide Republicans with a counterpart to the 
Democratic advantage in the cities. It was tempting to speculate 
that culturally, the bases of each party were drifting into different 
political universes.
 The despair of many Democratic officials was that the party was 
losing a battle for new population centers that would hold the key 
to winning state and national elections. In 2004, Matt Bai wrote an 
extended article on the GOP’s “multilevel marketing” grassroots 

table 3.3.

Characteristics of Ohio’s fastest-growing counties

Top ten 
fastest-growing Rest of Ohio

Evangelical 27.8 25.0

White 96.2 84.0

Bachelor’s degree or higher 23.4 20.9

Poverty   6.1 10.7

Households with income 
over $100,000

14.7   9.4

Source: 2000 U.S. census (http://censtats.census.gov/usa/usa.shtml).
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effort to turn out Bush supporters in the one hundred fastest-
growing counties in the United States. As Bai puts it:

But Republicans believe they can control a new, more promising de-
mographic: the fast-growing, conservative communities just beyond 
the suburban sprawl, where tony malls are rising almost monthly 
out of fields and farmland. For Republicans, this means a whole new 
market of potential entrepreneurs to enlist and mobilize. If Bush can 
harness the power of the exurbs, he can create a kind of organization 
the country has not yet witnessed—a political machine for the new 
economy.22

 As figure 3.6 reveals, county growth rates are in fact positively 
correlated with Republican voting in both the 2004 and 2008 elec-
tions. Put another way, the GOP did best in areas of economic 
strength, whereas the Democrats did best in areas of economic 
weakness, as measured by population growth.
 We should be cautious about making too much of these patterns, 
however. They may represent long-term changes in the political 
makeup of Ohio, and it is plausible that they tap into cultural differ-
ences between each party’s base. Such changes may be temporary, 
however. Across Ohio, industrial urban cores are losing population 
to the surrounding suburbs and exurbs, and it is unlikely that these 
patterns will provide such lopsided margins for the GOP for long.
 Moreover, as Ruy Teixeira points out, Bush increased his vote by 4 
percent in the fastest-growing counties between 2000 and 2004 but 
also by 2 percent in counties that were not as fast growing.23 Obama 
largely held steady, but given his improved performance statewide, 
the data suggest that Republicans may have maximized their vote 
margins in these areas in 2004. McCain won only 61 percent in the 
ten counties with the fastest growth rates through 2010, earning 
only about fifteen hundred more votes than Bush, while Obama 
gained over thirty-seven thousand votes in these same counties. As 
we will show in later chapters, the growing exurbs are important, 
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but perhaps rather than being dominated by Republicans, they are 
a new battleground in a changing political environment.
 Democrats are also aware of the importance of these growing 
areas, and a key part of the Obama strategy in Ohio was to trim the 
GOP margins in these areas. Obama was able to improve Demo-
cratic fortunes in all but one of these same counties in 2008. More-
over, while the GOP still holds huge advantages in the exurban 
areas, urban counties are becoming more Democratic (Franklin and 
Hamilton, for example), and the key swing areas remain suburbs 
that are not so geographically or demographically isolated. Indeed, 
NBC analyst Chuck Todd concluded that in 2008, the GOP es-
sentially “lost” the suburbs in Ohio and other battleground states.24 
So while there are important cultural divisions within the state that 
are aligned into different geographic areas, party coalitions overlap 
considerably statewide.

Figure 3.6. Bush and Obama vote and county growth rate
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Measures of Culture

As with class, cultural differences in Ohio are a mixture of new and 
old. Race is perhaps the most important cultural trait in terms of 
understanding politics in Ohio and the United States, and it has 
been so for much of American history. Race became particularly 
salient in elections in the postindustrial era when the civil rights 
movement gave African Americans more access to the political 
process. The effects of race were quite similar to ethnicity, and eth-
nic politics was a staple of Ohio and American politics across many 
eras, with the twin processes of immigration and assimilation de-
termining which particular ethnic group was relevant to electoral 
politics. Race and ethnicity are also both closely linked to religion, 
so that cultural conflict has often had a faith-based character to it. 
Indeed, one only has to think of black Protestant churches, ethnic 
Catholic parishes, and white Evangelical Christian congregations 
to be reminded of the role of cultural factors in Ohio elections. 
These types of cultural groups remain important to the vote in the 
contemporary era.
 In Ohio, racial differences were evident in county voting pat-
terns, as shown in figure 3.7, which depicts the differential effect 
of the racial makeup of Ohio counties and voting in the 2004 and 
2008 elections. The relationship is clear and consistent: counties 
with larger African American populations backed Obama heavily 
and demonstrated a similar pattern of support for John Kerry. It is 
worth noting, however, that white voters did not vote Republican at 
anywhere near the rate that African Americans voted Democratic.
 Ohio’s five regions vary substantially by racial makeup. Figure 
3.8 is a box plot that shows the variance in county racial makeup.25 
Here Northeast Ohio had the most racial diversity, and this pattern 
was not limited to Cuyahoga County, although it was a clear outlier. 
Southeast Ohio demonstrated an opposite pattern, with little racial 
diversity and few county outliers. The other regions had more mod-
erate levels of racial diversity. In general, urban counties are racially 
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diverse while rural counties are not, and the Five Ohios differ in 
terms of the depth of racial diversity across counties.
 However, the association of race and voting is to some extent 
conditioned by region and not simply accounted for by the urban/
rural nature of the counties. This pattern can be seen in the panels 
of figure 3.9. Northeast and Southwest Ohio are polar opposites in 
terms of partisan support, and yet each has a similar degree of racial 
diversity. For example, Southwest Ohio follows a pattern in many 
southern states in which race and income are strongly correlated 
with partisan voting patterns.26 While only 70 percent of citizens in 
Hamilton County are white, it is surrounded by Butler County (88 
percent white), Warren County (93 percent white), and Clermont 
County (97 percent white), and these are the fastest-growing coun-
ties in the state. As a result, despite Obama’s victory in Hamilton 
County, his worst performance in the state was in this region, with 

Figure 3.7. Racial differences in county voting patterns, 
2004 and 2008
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the least diverse counties having much lower levels of support for 
Obama than the least diverse counties in Northwest or Northeast 
Ohio. In Central Ohio, with the exception of Franklin County, the 
effect of race on voting was small. In Southeast Ohio, the support 
for Obama varies significantly without much variance in racial 
makeup.27 Thus, race mattered in much of Ohio, but these effects 
occur in the context of region.
 In recent years, religion has rivaled race as a major dividing line 
between the political parties, with white Evangelical Protestants 
and regular worship attendees becoming a key Republican voting 
bloc. This pattern is relatively new, arising during the postindus-
trial era and largely replacing older faith-based patterns in the vote 
such as divisions between Protestants and Catholics. Disputes over 
“moral values,” such as school prayer, abortion, and the separation 
of church and state questions were the driving force behind this 
new faith-based alignment. This alignment was clearly on display in 

Figure 3.8. Variance in county racial makeup
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Figure 3.9. Racial voting in the Five Ohios

the 2004 election when an amendment to the Ohio Constitution to 
prohibit same-sex marriage was on the general election ballot and 
passed with a large percentage of the vote.28

 Figure 3.10 is a box plot that describes the distribution of Evan-
gelical Protestants by region. Here there is considerable variation. 
For example, Southeast Ohio has the highest proportion of Evan-
gelicals, while Northeast Ohio has the lowest across all counties. 
Southwest Ohio also has a large proportion of Evangelicals as well 
(one in four).29 Central Ohio is similar, with some counties hav-
ing high proportions of Evangelicals while others have considerably 
lower. Northwest Ohio has a greater Evangelical population than 
Northeast Ohio, but fewer counties are densely populated by this 
group.
 We can see the effects of religion clearly in the patterns at the 
individual level, using information on membership in religious tra-
ditions, shown in table 3.4. The patterns for the 2004 and 2008 
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presidential elections are fairly consistent. White Evangelical Prot-
estants were part of the Republican base in both elections, followed 
by white mainline Protestants; both groups of white Protestants 
were actually more Republican in 2008 than in 2004. White Catho-
lics were evenly divided in 2008 and leaned slightly Republican in 
2004, a pattern that fits the common image of Catholics as swing 
voters.30 The composite group of other Christians showed an even 
more dramatic swing between 2004 and 2008 and on balance voted 
for Obama. Meanwhile, non-Christians, the unaffiliated, and espe-
cially black Protestants were solidly Democratic in both contests, 
moving in a Democratic direction in 2008.
 In the contemporary era, worship attendance also had an im-
pact on elections in Ohio. Figure 3.11 shows the relationship be-
tween the frequency of worship attendance and the presidential 
vote in 2004 and 2008. In 2004, there was a 40 percentage point 
gap between frequent and infrequent church attendees in support 

Figure 3.10. Evangelical Protestant distribution by region
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table 3.4. 

Republican advantage among religious groups

Religion McCain-Obama Bush-Kerry

Evangelical Protestants +36.0 +30.2

Mainline Protestants +8.4 +4.8

Catholics 0.0 +5.8

Other Christians –25.0 +3.2

Non-Christian and 
unaffiliated

–42.4 –34.0

Black Protestants –100.0 –60.8

Sources: 2004 exit poll; 2008 Akron Buckeye poll.

Figure 3.11. Church attendance and voting, 2004 and 2008

for Bush and Kerry. The gap was of similar size in 2008 between Mc-
Cain and Obama, despite the fact that the campaign focused more 
on economic issues. In fact, worship attendance was particularly 
important in understanding the voting behavior of religious groups 
that were divided between the major parties, such as Catholics and 
mainline Protestants.
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 As with race, there were differences by region. Figure 3.12 shows 
the relationship between the county-level Obama vote and the 
proportion of the population that belong to Evangelical Protestant 
denominations.31 Note that in all of the Five Ohios, there is a nega-
tive relationship between the Obama vote and the proportion of 
Evangelicals, but as before, the nature of that relationship varies by 
region, from a steep relationship in Northeast Ohio to a nearly flat 
relationship in Northwest Ohio. For the state as a whole, there is a 
modestly negative relationship.
 The compositional explanation would also predict that party 
performance is related to the degree of overlap between demo-
graphic groups of each party. Figure 3.13 shows that at the county 
level, there was relatively little overlap between the locations of 
these cultural groups. Obama won counties with high degrees of 
racial diversity, while McCain won counties that had large popula-
tions of Evangelical Protestants. Race and religion both help ac-
count for party performance across the Five Ohios, but neither is 

Figure 3.12. Obama Evangelical vote by county
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Figure 3.13. Evangelical and racial makeup by county

a universal explanation for why voters across the regions support 
each candidate.

Measures of Life Cycle

Politics is also affected by life-cycle characteristics, so called be-
cause they are closely linked with biological factors such as birth 
and aging. These demographic features have a variety of impacts 
on the vote and are arguably the most distant because of their fixed 
character. Important life-cycle measures are gender, family status, 
and age.
 The “gender gap” has received a great deal of attention in re-
cent years, and it refers to the greater likelihood of women voting 
for Democratic candidates than men. There are several theories 
on why the gender gap exists. Issues tend to be the primary fac-
tors that have caused this to occur, as abortion, health care, and 
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education have typically been identified by women as more salient 
issues, and these issues have been championed by the Democratic 
Party. The gap is not constant, however, and varies by the issue en-
vironment. The “soccer moms” that voted for President Clinton in 
1996 appeared to become “national-security moms” in 2004. That 
is, a change in an issue focus on education and health care led to a 
greater gap between men and women, while the focus on terrorism 
and national security reduced this gap in 2004. So, the political 
relevance of the gender gap varies by context.
 In Ohio, there was little evidence of a gender gap in 2008. Post-
election polls show that 53 percent of women voted for Obama 
compared to 51 percent of men. This compares to nationwide exit 
poll estimates, which found that 56 percent of women voted for 
Obama compared to 49 percent of men. The gap is somewhat af-
fected by region. The gender gap was 6 points in Northeast Ohio, 
5 points in Northwest Ohio, and 8 points in Southeast Ohio. In-
terestingly, the gap was reversed in Central and Southwest Ohio. 
In fact, in Central Ohio, no gap existed as men were just as likely 
to vote for Obama (57 percent) as women (56 percent), and in 
Southwest Ohio, there was an 8-point reverse gender gap between 
men (47 percent) and women (39 percent). In fact, this produces a 
gap of 20 points between women in the Southwest and Northeast, 
so clearly there is some regional influence that plays a role in terms 
of how gender relates to voting.32

 Other life situations besides gender affect the vote. Marriage, for 
example, is nearly as powerful as gender in influencing vote choice, 
as shown in figure 3.14. In Ohio, 60 percent of unmarried men 
and 61 percent of unmarried women voted for Obama compared to 
48 percent of married individuals, male or female. Having children 
also plays a role, but it is conditioned by marriage. Only 44 percent 
of married individuals with children voted for Obama compared to 
69 percent of unmarried individuals with children. In contrast, 59 
percent of unmarried individuals without children voted for Obama 
compared to 51 percent of married individuals without children.
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 Age is another life cycle factor that helps structure individual 
attitudes. While there is some evidence that individuals tend to 
become more conservative as they age, the effect of age is largely 
through a cohort or generational effect that, in turn, is largely the 
result of socialization. Those coming of age in the Great Depres-
sion, for example, were more likely to be Democrats, being raised 
in an era of Democratic Party ascendency and Franklin D. Roos-
evelt’s widespread popularity. Baby boomers were the most likely to 
be independents, coming of age in an era of scandals, protests, and 
skepticism toward established institutions such as political parties. 
Generation X was slightly more Republican, coming of political age 
in the Reagan era when the liberalism of the New Deal and Great 
Society were in disrepute.
 Generational or cohort effects are more powerful in Ohio poli-
tics, as can be seen in figure 3.15. Young voters, those eighteen 
to twenty-four (or generation Y), were Obama’s biggest support-
ers. Sixty-three percent of the generation Y cohort in Ohio voted 
for Obama, while almost all other age groups were evenly divided 
with a slight Obama advantage (between 48 and 52 percent for 
Obama in each remaining age cohort). This pattern was somewhat 
different than the national pattern. While generation Y voters were 

Figure 3.14. The marriage gap in the 2008 election
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also Obama’s biggest supporters in the country as a whole, with 66 
percent voting for Obama, Obama and McCain split those between 
thirty and sixty-four, while McCain won those sixty-five and older 
(53 percent to 47 percent).
 Regionally, the effects are somewhat different, as can be seen in 
figure 3.15. In three regions (Northwest, Southeast, and Central), 
the oldest voters were the most likely to vote for McCain, while 
in two regions (Northeast and Southwest) the oldest voters were 
more likely to vote for Obama. In all regions, however, the youngest 
voters were the most Democratic, which suggests that Democrats 

Figure 3.15. Presidential voting by age and region, 2008
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in Ohio may have a bright future if the voting was not just for 
Obama. At the national level, this age group has been found to 
be not just pro-Democratic but also very liberal, both socially and 
economically.33

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we explored the impact of demography on the vote 
and found that there are strong relationships between measures of 
class, culture, and life-cycle factors and the presidential vote in the 
Buckeye State. These patterns represent strong social identities 
that create constituencies for each of the major political parties and 
their candidates. We have also explored the compositional explana-
tion for why region matters in politics, finding strong evidence that 
regional diversity arises in part from the demographic character-
istics of the residents of a region. These findings suggest that the 
voting differences across the Five Ohios arise from demography. Put 
another way, Ohio is a battleground state because of the political 
impact of its diverse demography. Unlike other states, in Ohio the 
population of each party’s constituency is well balanced at the state 
level.
 But just as importantly, we found limitations to the compositional 
explanation and support for the contextual explanation of why re-
gions matter politically. For example, Obama outperformed Kerry 
due to a broad, if uneven, shift across nearly all groups in Ohio. 
We frequently found evidence that the relationship between de-
mography and the vote varied by region. For example, Obama won 
a majority of white voters statewide but lost among whites by 11 
percentage points in Appalachia and nearly 30 points in the south-
west. These findings reveal that at the aggregate level, party coali-
tions contain some overlapping social groups. Ohio is a swing state 
in part because many of the demographic groups making up the 
state do not give lopsided margins to either party. Moreover, while 
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Southwest and Northeast Ohio appear quite different, the other 
three regions are more competitive despite clear-cut demographic 
differences. Context helps explain what composition cannot, so 
both perspectives are complementary rather than contradictory.
 In the next chapter, we will consider the impact of political at-
titudes, issue priorities, and positions that arise from demography 
and region and which help account for the Buckeye battleground.
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ChaPter 4

Attitudes and Political Choice

A lthough the 2004 eleCtion was very close in the Buckeye 
State, Republicans had good reason to be optimistic about 

the meaning of the results. President Bush had prevailed in a tough 
campaign that focused on numerous controversial issues, from the 
Iraq War to the performance of the economy, and a majority of 
Ohioans felt that the nation was on the “right track” overall. This 
assessment suggested basic approval for the Republicans’ steward-
ship of the federal government, which in turn created hopefulness 
about the political future. Indeed, the president’s chief political 
advisor, Karl Rove, argued that an enduring Republican majority 
was possible, including in the Buckeye State. Altogether, electoral 
prospects seemed to bode well for Republican electoral fortunes in 
2006 and 2008.
 However, things turned out quite differently for the Republicans, 
Ohio, and the nation. Chief among the reasons for these circum-
stances were changes in the views of the public on numerous is-
sues. For one thing, the Iraq War became increasingly unpopular, 
and the conduct of the war raised basic questions about the com-
petence of the Bush administration. Meanwhile, scandals had en-
gulfed Republican officeholders in Ohio and elsewhere, raising the 
issue of corruption along with incompetence.1 And hardly least, the 
economy deteriorated, eventually falling into a recession. As figure 



b u C k e y e  b a t t l e g r o u n d88

4.1 shows, while in 2004 only 40 percent of Ohioans felt the state 
economy was in good condition, by 2006 this figure had dipped to 
32 percent, and by 2008 it had fallen still further to about 21 per-
cent. This bad news caused President Bush’s popularity to plummet 
and eventually extended to the most basic public attitudes, with 
the number of self-identified Republicans declining sharply. Partly 
as a consequence, the Democrats won key Ohio state and federal 
offices in 2006 and then in 2008 carried the Buckeye State for Pres-
ident Obama and picked up three congressional seats.2 Much had 
changed in a short four-year period.
 This chapter looks at the impact of political attitudes in the 
Buckeye battleground, beginning with the most basic and stable 
of political attitudes, partisanship, then turning to ideology, issue 
positions, and priorities, and how such attitudes pertained to can-
didates. Such political attitudes link the great demographic and 
regional diversity of Ohio to the ballot box and also make elec-
tions more understandable to the public and politicians alike. Not 
surprisingly, public opinion in the Buckeye State is often quite com-
plex. A good place to begin this investigation is with a brief discus-
sion of why attitudes matter in elections.

Figure 4.1. Perceptions of Ohio economy, 2004–8
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WHY ATTITUDES MATTER IN ELECTIONS

At root, an election is a choice. At the individual level, citizens 
choose between candidates and parties, and the summing of all 
such individual decisions at the ballot box produces a collective 
choice and a winner in the election. In this sense, most American 
elections represent a fairly simple choice between two viable candi-
dates who are seeking votes at the same time, and presidential elec-
tions are among the best examples. This relatively simple choice 
has two essential parts: the preferences by which the citizen can 
choose between candidates and the characteristics of the candi-
dates about which a choice might be made. In its most basic form, 
citizens apply their relevant preferences to the characteristics of the 
candidates and choose the candidate that matches best.3

 Of course, in the real world, this process can be quite compli-
cated. Citizens often have numerous preferences to choose from, 
arising from their class, cultural, or life-cycle status, and/or from 
the region in which they live. Circumstances that might be relevant 
to these preferences, such as the state of the economy or controver-
sies of the moment, can be complex and subject to sudden change. 
Likewise, candidates have a wide range of backgrounds and experi-
ences that can be a basis for choice, and they typically seek votes by 
advocating a wide variety of policies. Some such policies are long-
standing questions about which most people have some knowledge, 
but others may be new issues about which little is known. And can-
didates do not operate in a vacuum: most are members of a major 
political party and are associated with the images and positions of 
the parties—for better or for worse.
 Political attitudes are a useful way to capture citizen preferences 
and candidates’ characteristics as well as changes in such things. 
From the perspective of elections, scholars have identified three 
basic kinds of attitudes that are important to the vote decision: 
general political attitudes (such as partisanship and ideology); more 
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specific attitudes on particular economic, social, or foreign policy 
issues; and time-sensitive issue priorities.
 The most basic general political attitude is partisanship, the self-
identification with the Democratic or Republican Party. Partisan-
ship arises in part from the dominance of the two-party system in 
the United States, such that nearly all candidate choices are be-
tween a Republican and a Democrat and have been for more than 
a century. Apart from the structure of the party system, partisanship 
can have many sources. To some extent, partisanship is inherited, 
arising from the way citizens are socialized as children, a process 
that can continue into adulthood. Likewise, partisanship can be a 
reflection of the social groups allied with the major parties or assess-
ment of the performance of party politicians in office. Partisanship 
can also reflect positions on particular issues or combinations of 
ideology and issues. From all of these perspectives, however, par-
tisanship is a useful shortcut for citizens when making choices at 
the ballot box. Indeed, partisanship is typically the most powerful 
political attitude when it comes to understanding the vote, tying 
together the effects of other attitudes, demography, and region. In 
fact, although many Americans proclaim political independence, in 
reality, the overwhelming majority of the public identifies with one 
of the parties, and this self-identity is highly stable across a person’s 
lifetime. Furthermore, it has become especially important in recent 
times due to increased political polarization of the public.4 In fact, 
split-ticket voting has declined substantially and voters appear to 
be more polarized along partisan lines today than they were a gen-
eration or two generations ago.5 Similarly, in the last two decades 
there has been a decline in the proportion of independents.
 Other attitudes are less powerful than partisanship but often 
quite important to the vote—especially when they are linked to 
partisanship and candidates. Ideology is another general political at-
titude that summarizes citizens’ views on the scope of government 
activity, with “liberals” preferring particular kinds of government 
activity, “conservatives” preferring others, and “moderates” falling 
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in between. The nature of ideology often depends on the type of 
issues under consideration. Such issue positions are typically about 
more specific topics, such as particular government activities re-
garding economic, social, or foreign policy matters. Similarly, issue 
priorities tend to arise in a specific time frame, reflecting the state 
of the nation and the political process. In short, ideology, issue posi-
tions, and priorities arise in large part from citizens’ interests, val-
ues, and experiences.6

 All these attitudes connect citizens’ preferences and circum-
stances to the political process, allowing citizens to make sense of 
the electoral choices before them and to choose accordingly. It is 
worth noting, however, that many citizens do not have especially 
sophisticated political attitudes. Many people lack the high levels of 
information and knowledge necessary to have such views, and oth-
ers are either incapable or not interested enough in public affairs to 
develop them. Indeed, the public are notoriously inconsistent and 
changeable in their political attitudes and appear to prefer using 
information shortcuts in choosing between candidates. Voters, as 
some have noted, are cognitive misers and rely heavily on their 
predispositions. But none of these features of the public mean that 
political attitudes are unimportant when it comes to understanding 
voting behavior—they simply add yet another layer of complexity 
to attitudes and their impact on the vote.7

 After having reviewed the impact of region and demography, we 
can now add attitudes, including partisanship, ideology, issue posi-
tion, and priorities, to the list of explanations of how Ohioans vote. 
These patterns can also help explain why Ohio is the perennial 
battleground state in presidential elections.

PARTISANSHIP

A good place to begin is with self-identified partisanship in the 
Buckeye State. Figure 4.2 shows survey data on partisanship in 
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Ohio from 2004 to 2008. As the chart indicates, the Republicans 
had an advantage in Ohio in 2004, but this advantage had largely 
slipped away by 2006 and became a sizeable disadvantage in 2008. 
This swing in partisanship was approximately 8 percent of the elec-
torate away from the GOP over a four-year period. Given the pow-
erful effect of partisanship on the vote, this shift had a large impact 
at the ballot box, tilting the Buckeye battleground in a strongly 
Democratic direction and thus providing a more favorable environ-
ment for the Obama campaign in 2008 than for the Kerry cam-
paign in 2004. Although partisanship is usually considered a basic 
and fairly stable political attitude, changes of this kind are fairly 
common in Ohio, closely matching shifts in national partisanship. 
Indeed, studies from the Gallup poll document a major shift toward 
the GOP in the 1990s and 2000s and then toward the Democrats 
beginning in 2005; earlier evidence shows a Democratic advantage 
in the 1970s and 1980s. As a sign of the 2010 November election 
results, polls in early 2010 indicated that Ohio partisanship had 
begun to shift back toward the GOP.8

 What impact did partisanship have on the vote? Table 4.1 reports 
the Democratic and Republican vote by partisanship in 2004, 2006, 
and 2008. Ohioans, similar to most Americans, demonstrated the 

Figure 4.2. Partisanship in Ohio, 2004–8
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same fidelity to their parties in very different election contexts. For 
example in 2004, 40 percent of Ohio voters identified as Republi-
cans of one kind or another (in parentheses in the table), and 94 
percent of these Republicans voted for the Republican presidential 
candidate. In contrast, just 10 percent of the 35 percent of Ohio 
voters who identified themselves as Democrats of one kind or an-
other voted for the GOP presidential candidate. As one might ex-
pect, independents fell in between the self-identified partisans.
 While partisanship is a powerful force, there are two factors that 
can change from election to election. First, there can be important 
differences in turnout. Note that in 2006, there were fewer self-
identified Republican voters (and more Democratic voters) and 
that the GOP candidates fared less well with these voters than in 
2004. By 2008, the number of self-identified Republicans had de-
clined still further, although the percentage voting for the GOP 
presidential candidate had recovered somewhat. What is often re-
ferred to as an “enthusiasm gap” can have profound effects on elec-
tion outcomes.

table 4.1. 

Republican vote in statewide elections, 2004–8

Year Race Republicans Independents Democrats Total

2004 Presidential 94 (40) 40 (25) 10 (35) 51 

2006 Senate 86 (37) 35 (23)   9 (41) 44

Governor 77 (37) 26 (23)   6 (40) 37

2008 Presidential 92 (31) 44 (30) 10 (39) 47

Sources: 2004 data are from the 204 National Election Pool; 2006 and 2008 
data obtained from CNN. Analysis was done by the authors.
Note: Cells are percentage of voters in each partisan category voting for the Re-
publican candidate. Percent of voters in each category is in parentheses. Total 
column  is the actual election percentage for the Republican candidate. 



b u C k e y e  b a t t l e g r o u n d94

 Second, while individual partisan identity tends to be highly sta-
ble, meaningful shifts do occur over the short run in the aggregate. 
This can be demonstrated by comparing Ohio party identification 
to other states between 2004 and 2008. Figure 4.3 shows how Ohio 
compared to other states in terms of party affiliation in 2004. In 
that year, the Buckeye State was nearly evenly divided between 
the major parties, with a slight Republican advantage—a pattern 
that fit with the modest advantage Republicans had enjoyed in the 
Buckeye State historically, as noted in chapter 1.
 However, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, there had 
been a large and significant shift in partisanship in the Buckeye 
State by 2008. As shown in figure 4.4, Ohio had become decidedly 
Democratic, following the overall shift of the entire country in a 
Democratic direction. Ohio was also no longer close to the national 
median, as the partisan shift was relatively greater in Ohio than in 
other states. This pattern also fits with the bellwether and cyclical 
nature of the Buckeye State over time, as also noted in chapter 1.

IDEOLOGY

Ohio tends to be a moderate state, but one that leans slightly 
conservatively on many issues. In general, this provides favorable 
terrain for messages from Republican presidential candidates, but 
changes from election to election can tip the balance among voter 
considerations. Self-identified ideology was the most stable of these 
political attitudes between 2004 and 2008, as reported in figure 4.5. 
Here the exit polls show a slight shift to the left among Ohio vot-
ers after 2004, with a slight increase in self-identified liberals by 
2008. At the same time, there was also a slight shift to the right, 
with the number of self-identified conservatives increasing as well. 
As a consequence, the number of self-identified moderate voters 
declined over these elections, falling from more than one-half of 
the electorate to about two-fifths. Thus, these initial elections in 
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the contemporary era showed a pattern of political polarization, re-
flecting a national trend, with fewer voters found toward the center 
of the political spectrum. In sum, Ohioans became less Republican 
over this period, but they also became less moderate.
 As one might imagine, there was a strong link between ideol-
ogy and partisanship, as shown in figure 4.6, for the 2008 elec-
tion. Among Democrats, liberals outnumbered conservatives, but 
the largest proportion of Democrats were moderates, with a mi-
nority of conservatives. Meanwhile, almost a majority of indepen-
dents labeled themselves as “moderate,” with smaller contingents 

Figure 4.5. Ohio ideology, 2004–8

Figure 4.6. Ideology and partisanship, 2008
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of conservatives and liberals. And a large majority of Republicans 
identified as “conservative,” with fewer saying they were “moder-
ate” and only a small number claiming to be “liberal.” This figure 
illustrates even more graphically the political polarization of Buck-
eye voters, especially among Democrats and Republicans, with 
independents more evenly divided in ideological terms. One rea-
son that Obama prevailed in 2008 (and Bush won in 2004) was a 
high degree of success among independent voters of all ideological 
stripes. These patterns point back to the power of partisanship in 
influencing the vote. 
 Ohioans’ ideology, then, reveals why the state is so competitive 
but does not fully account for why Republican fortunes suffered in 
the initial three elections of the contemporary era. At this point, it 
makes sense to take a step back to how we began the chapter and 
focus on how citizens make decisions about voting. Almost all indi-
viduals possess some political attitudes. Few people enter any elec-
tion totally open-minded. As we noted, partisans stick with their 
party’s nominee through thick and thin about nine times out of ten.
 Yet, most voters require a certain degree of preexisting informa-
tion to place new information (news stories, campaign ads, etc.) in 
a context that allows them to connect their own underlying pre-
dispositions to an opinion about a candidate or issue. This is what 
campaigns do; they activate latent attitudes and then later in the 
campaign, polls frequently reveal that previously undecided vot-
ers “come home” and support the party nominee. Voters, however, 
particularly the notorious swing voters (often independents), may 
be more favorable to one candidate’s message than another’s. This 
is where issues and the economy have their greatest impact on elec-
tion outcomes.
 So, in Ohio from 2004 to 2008, voters’ assessment of the perfor-
mance of Republican officeholders and the issues tied to the assess-
ment of such performance changed. One especially good example 
is presidential job approval as illustrated by figure 4.7, which tracks 
President Bush’s ratings among Ohioans in 2004, 2006, and 2008. 
This figure shows a dramatic decline in Bush’s ratings, which fell 
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from more than one-half to less than one-quarter in four years. 
Note that this pattern shows the same pattern as “right track” num-
bers about the economy in figure 4.1 and resembles the decline 
in Republican partisanship in figure 4.4. Presidential popularity re-
flects many things, including views on key issues.

ISSUES

By 2008, then, Ohioans were much less satisfied with the GOP, and 
their views about key issues and the economy illustrate why. Some-
times, cause and effect are confused; party precedes issue prefer-
ences in the decision-making process for voters, and most voters 
are predisposed to liking a candidate or perceiving him or her as 
stronger on the issues most salient to them.
 Again, however, in the aggregate, changing issue concerns can 
be quite consequential. Table 4.2 reports survey results on a range 
of such issues in 2008. The top two entries in the table are eco-
nomic issues. The first is a standard question about whether the 
economy was on the “right” or “wrong track.” Some three-quarters 
of Ohioans said the national economy was on the “wrong track” and 
just one-quarter felt it was on the “right track.” In the context of 

Figure 4.7. Ohioans’ presidential approval, 2004–8
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the 2008 election, the “wrong track” figure favored the Democrats, 
the party of “change,” and hurt the Republicans, the party in power 
in Washington. However, the second economic question tempers 
this pattern somewhat. When asked whether they preferred a larger 
government (with more services) or a smaller government (with 
fewer services), more than one-half of Ohioans favored smaller 
government, a position that on balance favored the Republicans 
and not the Democrats. Reagan’s simple question, “Are you better 
off now than you were four years ago?” and Clinton’s “It’s the econ-
omy, stupid” were campaign slogans designed with the full knowl-
edge that voters care greatly about how the economy is doing. Such 
concerns can even override the partisan or ideological leanings of 

table 4.2. 

Ohioans’ issue perceptions

Issue Pro-Democratic Pro-Republican

Economic

Ohio economy on the right
or wrong track

75.6 24.4

Large government/more services 
or smaller government/fewer 
services

42.8 57.2

Social

Ohio morality on the right or 
wrong track

54.7 45.3

Abortion legal or illegal 52.3 47.7

Foreign policy

Iraq War right or wrong decision 55.9 44.1

Keep troops in Iraq or bring them 
home

49.3 50.3

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll.
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many swing citizens if the economy is doing especially poorly or 
especially well. In sum, Ohioans thought the economy was in bad 
shape in 2008 and wanted to see it improve, but at the same time 
many did not necessarily want a larger national government. Back 
in 2004, assessments of the economy were more favorable to the 
GOP, and that may have been reinforced by a similar skepticism of 
large government.
 The next two entries in table 4.2 are social issues. The first of 
these asked whether Ohio was on the “right” or “wrong track” in 
terms of the moral climate of the state. Here, a slim majority of 
the public thought the state was on the “wrong track” and slightly 
fewer thought it was on the “right track.” In the context of 2008, 
these “wrong track” figures also benefitted the Democrats and may 
reflect a residue of the scandals in state government in 2006. But 
unlike the economic items, the second social issue listed here rein-
forces the pattern. When asked about the legality of abortion, a slim 
majority of Ohioans took a pro-choice position and slightly fewer 
took a pro-life position, numbers that on balance favored Demo-
crats over the GOP. These data suggest that the Buckeye State was 
fairly evenly divided on social issues in 2008, but with a slight tilt in 
the Democratic direction. That is in contrast to 2004 when social 
issues in general tilted the electorate toward the GOP. This could 
be seen in the overwhelming support for a ballot measure amending 
the state constitution to ban same-sex marriage.
 The final set of issues reported in table 4.2 pertains to foreign 
policy issues, specifically questions related to the Iraq War. The 
first question asked if, on balance, the Iraq War was the “right” or 
“wrong” decision. In 2008, a majority of Ohioans thought the war 
was the “wrong” decision and a large minority thought it was the 
“right” decision—positions that on balance favored the Democrats 
and hurt the Republicans, respectively. But note that the Buck-
eye State was almost evenly divided on the next question, whether 
to keep troops in Iraq until the situation stabilized or to bring the 
troops home at once. Here, a very slight majority favored keeping 
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troops in Iraq, a position that favored the GOP rather than the 
Democrats (but only by a small amount). Thus, as with social is-
sues, Ohioans were also divided on the central foreign policy issue 
of the day in 2008, but in an even more equivocal fashion. The 
Iraq War was also divisive in 2004 but favored the Republicans to a 
greater extent than in 2008.
 How did these issues relate to partisanship in 2008? Table 4.3 
reports views on these six issues among Democrats, independents, 
and Republicans in 2008. Overall, Democrats tended to hold more 
liberal positions and Republicans more conservative positions on 
all of these issues. Some of the differences were large and striking, 
such as on abortion and the Iraq War, while others were smaller, 

table 4.3. 

Selected issue positions by party

Issue Democrats Independents Republicans

Economic

Ohio economy on wrong 
track 

74.4 82.3 64.5

Larger government/more 
services

57.4 47.2 28.5

Social

Moral climate of Ohio on 
wrong track

53.1 56.9 55.8

Abortion (percent legal in 
all or most cases) 

65.2 54.4 31.4

Foreign policy 

Iraq War wrong decision 78.9 62.9 17.5 

Want troops out of Iraq 74.7 49.4 17.7

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll.
Note: Table shows percent liberal or pro-Democratic position.
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such as views about the size of government and the moral climate 
in the state. And note that a majority of the Republicans thought 
the economy was on the “wrong track” in 2008, only 10 percent-
age points less than the Democrats. Not surprisingly, independents 
tended to hold more moderate positions on all these issues but typi-
cally leaned toward the positions that favored the Democrats in 
2008. 
 Overall, how does Ohio compare to the rest of the country in 
terms of issue positions? While strictly comparable survey data are 
not available, the weight of the evidence suggests that public opin-
ion in Ohio closely reflects public opinion nationwide. Robert S. 
Erikson, Gerald C. Wright, and John P. McIver’s landmark stud-
ies of public opinion in the 1980s found that Ohio was a left-of-
center state, with a slightly liberal legislature and moderate party 
elites. Subsequent studies have modified their findings slightly to 
account for the rightward shift of the state in the 1990s but gen-
erally confirm the relative stability of public opinion over time.9 
Using more recent data, results show that Ohio is a good reflection 
of national public opinion and are confirmed by a longitudinal and 
cross-sectional study of General Social Survey data by Paul Brace 
and colleagues in 2002.10

ISSUE PRIORITIES

In most elections, any single issue is most important to one in ten 
or perhaps one in five voters. Rather, a cluster of issues usually com-
pete for attention. Polls do, however, provide insight into why the 
electorate tends to break toward one candidate or one party. Table 
4.4 looks at reported issue priorities of Ohio voters in 2004 and 
2008. These data come from the national exit polls, and although 
the questions were worded differently in both elections, the patterns 
are nonetheless instructive. In 2004, Buckeye State voters had a 
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diverse issue agenda, with the top priority—the economy—garner-
ing support of just one-quarter of the voters, with other issues being 
nearly as important, including moral values and terrorism.
 In 2008, by way of contrast, the issue agenda was less diverse, 
with a large majority of Ohio voters naming the economy as their 
top priority, more than twice as many as in 2004. Some of this dif-
ference may reflect the fact that the exit polls did not offer respon-
dents as many options in 2008 as in 2004, but it is not surprising 
that in the context of an emerging global financial crisis, voters 
were quite anxious about the economy and this pushed other con-
cerns out of the decision calculus for most voters. In this regard, it is 
worth noting that terrorism was much less of a priority in 2008 than 
2004, and that concern over health care increased between the two 
elections. Although “moral values” was not included in the 2008 
question, other survey evidence suggests that social issues were far 
less important in 2008 than in 2004.

table 4.4. 

Most important issue, 2004 and 2008

2004 2008

Issue Percent Issue Percent

Economy 24 Economy 61

Moral values 23 Iraq 11

Terrorism 17 Health care 10

Iraq 13 Terrorism   8

Taxes   6 Energy policy   7

Education   5

Health care   5

Source: 2004 data are from the 2004 National Election Pool; 2008 data ob-
tained from CNN. Analysis was done by the authors.
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 How were these priorities connected to partisanship? Table 4.5 
reports the net partisan advantage for Democrats, independents, 
and Republicans on issue priorities in 2008. On the question of 
which party “is better” on a variety of issues, Democrats were gen-
erally preferred, but the margin of the preference varied by issue. 
But as one might expect, self-identified Democrats and Republi-
cans tended to prefer their own party, with independents leaning 
toward the Democrats. For example, on the economy, the Demo-
crats enjoyed more than a 33 percentage point advantage among 
all Ohioans. Among self-identified Democrats, however, the net 
difference was 84 percent and still a sizeable 43 percentage point 
advantage among self-identified independents. Among Ohio’s Re-
publicans, however, the GOP held a 47 percentage point lead.
 Overall, a smaller Democratic advantage held for other domes-
tic issues, social issues, and foreign policy, but still with large dif-
ferences in the perception of which party was better among the 
self-identified partisans. For example, Ohioans were almost evenly 
divided on which party was better on the Iraq War (a 1.8 percent-
age point Democratic advantage), but self-identified Democrats 
preferred their own party by some 51 percentage points, while self-
identified Republicans preferred their party by some 70 percentage 
points. Here, the independents reported a slim 6 percentage point 
preference for the Democrats.
 The final item in table 4.5 offers a summary measure of priorities, 
asking survey respondents whether they would like to see contin-
ued Republican control of the White House or a change to Demo-
cratic control. On balance, Buckeye State voters preferred a change 
to the Democrats, and this included nine out of ten self-identified 
Democrats and more than two-fifths of independents—but eight 
out of ten Republicans preferred their party to remain in the White 
House.
 Thus, a major difference between the outcomes of the 2004 and 
2008 elections was a change in issue priorities. As figure 4.8 shows, 
Bush voters were most likely to be concerned about moral values 
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and terrorism, whereas Kerry voters were motivated by concerns 
over the economy and the Iraq War. Overall, Bush did better with 
voters who gave priority to moral values and terrorism than Kerry 
did with voters who gave priority to the economy and the Iraq War. 
A glance back to table 4.4 reveals a fairly even division of priori-
ties across these sets of issues, which helped Bush secure a narrow 
victory. 
 A somewhat different pattern appeared in 2008, as reported in 
figure 4.9. Although the priority question was asked differently in 
this election year, results show some important changes. Like Bush 
in 2004, McCain enjoyed a net advantage among Ohio voters who 
gave priority to terrorism and also had an advantage on the Iraq 
War (a change from 2004). And like Kerry in 2004, Obama en-
joyed a net advantage on the economy and a range of domestic 
issues. One change from 2004 was Obama taking the advantage on 
social issues versus the Bush advantage on moral values in 2004. 

Figure 4.8. 2004 candidate preference by issue
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In 2008, the Republican nominee enjoyed greater support among 
voters with priorities favorable to the GOP, while the Democratic 
nominee enjoyed lesser support among voters with priorities favor-
able to his party. However, the key difference was the magnitude of 
these priorities: as a glance back at table 4.4 reveals, some three-
fifths of the Ohio electorate gave priority to the economy in 2008 
compared to one-quarter in 2004. This dramatic shift in priorities 
helped Obama win a narrow victory.

POlItIcal attItudes and the FIve OhIOs

Perhaps not surprisingly, there are attitudinal differences across 
Ohio’s diverse regions. Table 4.6 (partisanship) and figure 4.10 
(ideology) illustrate this pattern: Northeast Ohio is populated by 
more Democrats and liberals, while Southwest Ohio has the largest 

Figure 4.9. 2008 candidate preference by issue
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proportions of Republicans and conservatives. The other regions 
are much more evenly divided in terms of partisanship, but not 
ideology. Northwest Ohio has a large proportion of conservative 
voters, with Southeast Ohio not far behind. Central Ohio shows a 
population that is more liberal, in fact, nearly as liberal as Northeast 
Ohio. Thus in Northeast and Southwest Ohio, voters are clearly 
more aligned in terms of partisanship and ideology. But in other 
parts of the state, partisanship and ideology are out of alignment, 
especially in Central Ohio. This disparity may reflect the salience of 
different types of issues in different regions of the state.
 Table 4.6 shows that changes in partisanship help account for 
the differences in regional party performance in 2004 and 2008. In 
three regions, the GOP went from a net advantage in identifiers 
to a net disadvantage. This change was most evident in Southeast 

table 4.6. 

Partisanship and Ohio regions

Region Year Democrats Independents Republicans

Net 
Democratic 
Advantage

Northeast 2004 45 23 32 +13

2008 55 15 30 +25

Northwest 2004 34 25 41 –7

2008 44 16 40 +4

Central 2004 31 30 39 –8

2008 44 18 38 +6

Southeast 2004 32 21 46 –14

2008 42 24 34 +8

Southwest 2004 29 24 47 –18

2008 37 20 43 –6

Sources: 2004 national exit poll; 2008 Akron Buckeye poll.
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Ohio, which saw a 22 percentage point swing in net partisanship, 
from a 14 percentage point Republican advantage to an 8 percent-
age point Democratic advantage. However, it should be noted that 
each region saw broad shifts toward the Democratic Party. Two 
other points are also worthy of comment. First, with the excep-
tion of Southeast Ohio, the relative positions of the regions were 
largely unchanged despite the move away from the GOP in 2008. 
Second, the change appears to be mostly independents moving into 
the Democratic column, as Republican identifiers do not appear to 
change very much, with the exception of those in Southeast Ohio.
 Assessment of the economy also varied by region in 2004, but by 
2008 much of the regional variation had disappeared. As shown in 
table 4.7, these patterns reflect both region-specific patterns as well 
as fluctuations in the national economy. In 2004, Northeast Ohio 
had the most negative perception of the economy, with two-thirds 
of the respondents rating the economy poorly. In this regard, the 
Northeast was followed closely by the Southeast and Northwest. 
These areas of the Buckeye State have suffered economic problems 
for some time. In contrast, Central and Southwest Ohio had much 
less negative ratings, a pattern that may reflect the better eco-
nomic performance these regions enjoyed in the previous decade. 

Figure 4.10. Ideology and Ohio regions
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However, the negative perceptions of the economy expanded in 
2006 and 2008, so that very large majorities in all five regions gave 
the economy poor marks, and the rating of the regions grew closer 
together. Northeast Ohio maintained the highest negative ratings 
compared to the other regions, especially compared to Central 
and Southwest Ohio, regions that always had lower figures in this 
regard.
 These regional differences in economic attitudes are further il-
lustrated in table 4.8. This table compares the regions on two eco-
nomic issues: the results of a 2006 statewide ballot initiative to 
raise the minimum wage and 2008 survey results about the size of 
government.
 Support for raising the minimum wage at the ballot box was 
broad but not overwhelmingly strong. Northeast and Southeast 
Ohio were the most supportive of raising the minimum wage, with 
nearly six in ten voters in these regions supporting the increase. 
Interestingly, Central Ohio nearly matched both of these regions in 
support, while Northwest Ohio and Southwest Ohio were less sup-
portive (although still supportive overall). Regional differences also 

table 4.7. 

Economic ratings by region, 2004–8

Region 2004 2006 2008

Northeast 67 78 80

Northwest 61 67 78

Central 51 63 69

Southeast 64 65 77

Southwest 49 62 73

Sources: 2004 national exit polls; 2006 and 2008 Akron Buckeye polls. 
Note: Question wording different in 2004; cell entries are percentage stating 
the economy is in poor shape or economy is on the wrong track.
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appear in attitudes about the size of government. Here, Southeast 
Ohio was the region most likely to support larger government and 
more services, while Northwest Ohio was the least likely to hold 
this view—far less in fact than Central and Southwest Ohio. And 
most interesting is the fact that Northeast Ohio resembled South-
west Ohio on this measure.
 Table 4.9 offers a similar illustration on social issues by region. 
This table includes results by region for Issue 1, a 2004 ballot initia-
tive that banned same-sex marriage, and also a 2008 survey mea-
sure of abortion attitudes.
 Issue 1 is frequently cited as having helped President Bush to 
win the Buckeye State, although there is no clear consensus as to 
whether the issue was decisive.11 Across regions, the variance in the 
vote for Issue 1 closely matched the vote for President Bush, both 
at the county and individual level. Southeast Ohio, though eco-
nomically liberal, overwhelmingly supported Issue 1 as did North-
west and Southwest Ohio. Northeast and Central Ohio also backed 

table 4.8. 

Economic issues and the Five Ohios

Region
Percent favoring minimum 

wage increase (2006)
Percent “larger  

government/more services”

Northeast 58.9 45.6

Northwest 52.4 39.8

Central 57.8 48.0

Southeast 58.3 50.3

Southwest 54.1 45.9

Sources: Ohio Secretary of State; 2008 Akron Buckeye poll. 
Note: The minimum wage data are aggregated county election results. The 2008 
survey question was a four-point scale with  “1” indicating “much smaller gov-
ernment with many fewer services” and “4” indicating “much larger government 
with many more services.”
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the ban by large margins, but at relatively lower levels. Regional 
differences also appear on abortion attitudes. Here Northeast Ohio 
was considerably more liberal than any other region, while Central 
Ohio was more moderate. The other regions are all more conserva-
tive on this issue.
 What about differences in issue priorities across the Five Ohios? 
Table 4.10 reports the regional issue priorities and the 2004 Bush 
vote. Note that voters in Northeast Ohio were more concerned 
with the Iraq War and the economy, whereas Southwest Ohio vot-
ers were most concerned about terrorism and moral values. This 
dichotomy is consistent with each region’s ideological leanings and 
issue positions. But the important question is whether voters were 
concerned with particular issues that favored one candidate or the 
other and whether region affected the impact of these issue pri-
orities. For example, while the economy was a Democratic issue in 
2004, Bush managed to win one in four voters in Central Ohio who 
gave the economy priority compared to only 9 percent in Southeast 

table 4.9. 

Social issues and the Five Ohios

Region
Percent favoring Issue 1 

(2004)
Percent “[abortion] illegal  

in most cases”

Northeast 58.1 41.4

Northwest 65.4 56.0

Central 60.1 39.3

Southeast 70.5 58.7

Southwest 62.5 54.4

Sources: Ohio Secretary of State; 2008 Akron Buckeye poll. 
Note: Issue 1 data are aggregated county election results. The 2008 survey ques-
tion was a 4-point scale with “1” indicating “legal in most cases” and “4” indicat-
ing “illegal in most cases.”
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Ohio and 11 percent in Northeast Ohio. Bush won only eight in 
ten voters who cared most about terrorism and Iraq in Northeast 
Ohio, but over nine in ten of such voters in all other regions except 
Central Ohio.
 The mix of issues that carried Bush to victory in four of the five 
regions in the state varied, but table 4.10 strongly indicates that 
some mixture of terrorism and moral issues overrode voter concerns 
about the economy and the Iraq War. Importantly, while the Iraq 
War and the economy favored Kerry, Bush won two important re-
gions in the state, Southeast and Southwest Ohio, with overwhelm-
ing support from voters who said they cared most about terrorism 
or moral values. In fact, Bush won 97 percent of southern Ohioans 
who were most concerned about moral values and 95 percent of 
those most concerned about terrorism. In Northwest Ohio, Repub-
lican disadvantages were more than overcome: while nearly one in 
three voters were concerned about the economy, Bush won only 18 
percent of such voters; he won 90 percent of an equal number of 

table 4.10. 

Regional differences in issue attitudes, 2004

Economy Moral values Iraq Terrorism 

Region Imp Bush Imp Bush Imp Bush Imp Bush 

Northeast 27.3 10.9 21.9 80.0 16.1 22.8 15.9 81.3

Northwest 28.9 17.5 28.4 90.3 15.6 29.4 15.1 90.9

Central 25.6 24.1 25.6 86.7 11.4 29.7 14.5 89.4

Southeast 25.6   9.1 23.3 97.5 13.4 21.7 22.7 94.9

Southwest 21.1 22.2 24.0 87.0 12.3 40.4 24.5 95.7

Source: 2004 national exit polls.
Note: Cell entries are percentage selecting issue that is most important and the 
percentage of those who reported voting for Bush.
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moral values voters. Meanwhile, Bush lost over seven in ten of the 
16 percent of voters concerned about Iraq and he won 91 percent 
of the 15 percent concerned about terrorism.
 As we saw earlier, the issue agenda had shifted dramatically by 
2008, with the economy becoming the dominant issue in the Buck-
eye State and across all its regions. Still, there were regional varia-
tions in the vote based on issue priorities. Table 4.11 reports the 
net candidate advantage in 2008 on a series of issues by region (a 
positive number represents an advantage for Obama, while a nega-
tive number means an advantage to McCain). On economic issues, 
Obama enjoyed a large advantage in Northeast, Northwest, and 
Central Ohio, but a slight disadvantage in Southeast and South-
west Ohio. On social issues, Obama did best in Northeast and Cen-
tral Ohio, but McCain enjoyed an advantage elsewhere, especially 
in Southeast and Southwest Ohio. Foreign policy priorities oper-
ated to the Republican advantage across the regions, with McCain 
enjoying an edge on the Iraq War and terrorism, but this advantage 
was most pronounced in Southeast and Southwest Ohio.

table 4.11. 

Net Obama advantage

Northeast Northwest Central Southeast Southwest

Economy 24 19 22 –2 –5

Domestic 20 –6 27 –2 –7

Energy 19 7 27 –14 –8

Housing 16 20 18 –2 –6

Social issues 22 –9 37 –16 –17

Iraq –14 –17 –11 –40 –30

Terrorism –28 –37 –16 –50 –37

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll. 
Note: Cell entries show net proportion stating Obama is better on the issue.
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have explored the impact of attitudes on the vote 
and found strong relationships between such attitudes and the vote 
in the initial election of the contemporary era. In keeping with the 
scholarly literature, we found that self-identified partisanship was 
one of the strongest predictors of the vote in all these elections and, 
furthermore, that changes in partisanship between 2004 and 2008 
help account for the shift in the Buckeye State from the Republican 
to Democratic column. In addition, we found that self-identified 
ideology was closely connected to partisanship, with liberals tend-
ing to be Democrats and conservatives tending to be Republicans. 
However, the changes in partisanship from 2004 to 2008 appear 
to be less driven by shifts in ideology than by disappointment with 
Republican officeholders, including President Bush. In this regard, 
we found important shifts in the assessments of the economy and 
the priority given to the economy by Ohio voters over this period. 
Despite a strong desire for improvement in economic conditions, 
Ohioans remained more conservative about the size of govern-
ment. Ohioans were more divided on social and foreign policy is-
sues. Finally, we found that there were important differences in all 
of these attitudes across the Five Ohios.
 All these patterns point to the importance of political attitudes 
in structuring the vote. The impact of such attitudes reflects in part 
the preferences of Ohio voters on a wide range of questions, from 
general views of the political system, such as partisanship and ideol-
ogy, to more specific issue positions and priorities. These attitudes 
connect the demographic and regional diversity of the Buckeye 
State to the electoral choices available to voters and the choices 
they make at the ballot box. In addition, the effect of attitudes 
makes elections understandable to voters, candidates, and observ-
ers alike. It is worth noting that the regional diversity in Ohio ap-
pears in a wide range of attitudes, reflecting both the demography of 
the regions (and the compositional view of region) and the political 
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culture of the regions (and the contextual view of region). Overall, 
the impact of attitudes on the vote reflects both continuity and 
change in elections, illustrating both the underlying stability of the 
Ohio battleground and the bellwether and cyclical nature of the 
state.
 In the next chapter, we will consider the impact of campaigns 
and campaign contact on the vote in Ohio, activities that are highly 
visible evidence of the Buckeye battleground.
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ChaPter 5

Campaigns and Voting in the Battleground

B y any measure, the ohio Presidential campaigns of the con-
temporary era (2004 and 2008) were extraordinary events. 

Raw numbers just begin to tell the story. In 2004, at least $102 mil-
lion was spent in Ohio by the presidential campaigns, major parties, 
and their allies. These funds were roughly equally divided between 
the Bush ($48 million) and Kerry ($54 million) campaigns. The 
figures were impressive in 2008 as well, when at least $66 million 
was spent in Ohio by the presidential campaigns, major parties, and 
their allies. But in 2008, the resources were less evenly distributed: 
the Obama campaign and its Democratic allies ($40 million) had 
a large edge over the McCain campaign and its Republican allies 
($26 million) on the Buckeye battleground.1

 The resource imbalance in 2008 had little to do with Ohio spe-
cifically, arising instead from Barack Obama’s extraordinary fund-
raising and his decision to forego public financing in the general 
election campaign. In contrast, John McCain chose to follow the 
more traditional pattern of accepting public funds and associated 
limits on his own fundraising.2 However, the Buckeye battleground 
was one of the states where these financial decisions mattered. 
Looked at another way, Republican organizations spent approxi-
mately seventeen dollars for every vote Bush received in 2004, 
whereas Democratic organizations spent roughly fourteen dollars 
for every vote Obama obtained in 2008. And these figures do not 
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count the spending by interest group allies or the time of the thou-
sands of volunteers that labored in these campaigns.
 By themselves, these extraordinary campaign efforts are enough 
to establish Ohio’s reputation as one of the premiere battleground 
states in the contemporary era, although as we saw in chapter 1, the 
state has a long history of competitive elections. An obvious ques-
tion is, why would the major party candidates lavish these kinds of 
resources on the Buckeye State? Thus far we have provided some 
answers to this question. Ohio’s great diversity, in terms of its re-
gions, demography, and attitudes, makes the state a good place to 
seek votes, and in a presidential election, these votes can help win 
the Electoral College. These same factors are relevant to winning 
control of Congress and Ohio state government. But if intense 
campaigning reflects the great diversity and relative importance of 
the Buckeye State, another question comes to mind: What impact 
did the campaigns themselves have on the vote?
 In this chapter, we illustrate how recent Ohio presidential cam-
paigns have linked citizens’ political predispositions to actual votes 
for candidates, paying special attention to the 2008 presidential 
campaign. We will demonstrate that campaign contacts of various 
kinds have an impact on election results. A key reason for Bush’s 
victory in 2004 and Obama’s victory in 2008 is that each campaign 
effectively marshaled campaign resources and successfully activated 
voters. This information reveals how Ohio is a perennial battle-
ground state in presidential politics. But first, a brief discussion of 
how campaigns operate is in order.

HOW CAMPAIGNS MATTER TO THE VOTE

Election campaigns are fundamentally about activating voters—
that is, convincing citizens to actually go to the polls and vote for 
a particular candidate. Such activation is necessary because, left 
to their own devices, many voters will not cast a ballot, and just as 
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importantly, they will not necessarily cast a ballot in a particular 
way. Put in other terms, the geographic, demographic, and attitu-
dinal factors that predispose citizens to vote are not always self-
executing. Campaign contacts facilitate such execution by linking 
voter predispositions to a particular candidate and then motivating 
citizens to act on such a linkage. This is why campaigns are often 
crucial to election results.
 The powerful effects of geography, demography, and attitudes 
in predisposing voting behavior create two basic kinds of potential 
voters from the perspective of a campaign. First, each of the major 
party candidates can identify base voters—citizens strongly predis-
posed toward the candidate and their party. Second, each candi-
date can also identify swing voters—that is, citizens not strongly 
predisposed to vote toward either candidate or party. Base and 
swing voters, in turn, produce two basic approaches that campaigns 
can take to activating voters: mobilization and persuasion. In the 
simplest terms, mobilization is about getting voters to cast a ballot 
and is most relevant to activating base voters who are strongly pre-
disposed to vote a particular way. Persuasion is about getting voters 
to cast their ballot in a particular way when they go to the polls and 
is most relevant to activating swing voters. Typically, mobilization 
is given priority by campaigns because it is usually easier to secure 
the ballots of base voters due to their strong predispositions. By 
the same token, persuasion often has less priority than mobilization 
because it is usually more difficult to secure the ballots of swing vot-
ers given their weak predispositions. In competitive contests, both 
mobilization and persuasion are important.
 A party’s base voters can be quite diverse, so the task of mobiliza-
tion is no simple matter. There are many factors that might predis-
pose voters toward a particular preference; these factors may not 
have equal strength and may not fit together consistently. Swing 
voters are even more diverse, including individuals whose char-
acteristics and circumstances do not predispose them one way or 
another—or whose situation pulls them both ways simultaneously. 
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Such “cross-pressured” voters present a more complex target, since 
they can be persuaded to support a candidate in numerous ways. 
One result of diverse base and swing voters is the need for many 
different campaign techniques and messages to mobilize and per-
suade. Thus the operations of a campaign can be just as complex as 
the citizenry whose ballots it seeks.
 From a campaign’s perspective, a key challenge is targeting base 
and swing voters for effective contact, realizing that different tech-
niques have desirable characteristics in terms of mobilization and/
or persuasion. For example, television and radio allow for targeting 
broad groups of citizens defined mostly by geography and to a lesser 
extent by demography. In contrast, other voter contact techniques 
allow for narrower targeting based on demography and attitudes. 
Direct mail puts messages in the hands of selected voters in the 
privacy of their homes. Telephone calls have similar characteris-
tics, but with a greater sense of immediacy. Direct contact, such as 
knocking on doors or speaking to family, friends, and other associ-
ates, stresses face-to-face connection and often draws on shared 
social networks. Internet resources have similar features but allow 
campaigns to reach across time and space in a highly selective fash-
ion. Despite this complexity, scholars have found that campaign 
contact matters greatly in encouraging voter activation.3

 It is important to note that campaign effects include both candi-
dates and voters. On the one hand, campaigns do their best to win 
votes by projecting a positive image of the candidate and persua-
sive theme for the campaign. On the other hand, voter responses 
to such images and themes depend on a number of conditions, 
including the general information environment of the campaign. 
Typically, this information environment includes the impact of the 
news media. Campaigns typically have very little control over the 
information environment of a campaign. The direct messages from 
campaigns are often absorbed by voters in an osmosis-like process.
 The public, pundits, and even candidates often criticize cam-
paigns, saying they lack depth and substance, are too negative, and 
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rely too much on emotional appeals. Despite these features, voters 
learn a great deal from campaigns about the choices they will have 
in November. Recent research indicates that exposure to campaign 
commercials or other campaign information increases voter knowl-
edge about candidates and issues.4 It is important to note, however, 
that how signals are sent out by the campaign and how they are 
interpreted by the public depend on the many factors we have dis-
cussed in previous chapters. Indeed, geography, demography, and 
attitudes mediate how voters respond to campaign messages.
 One final factor in explaining campaign effects is voter knowl-
edge and attentiveness. The ability to translate a political disposition 
into an actual vote depends, in part, on the amount of preexisting 
information a citizen has. Citizens who follow politics most closely 
are the most likely to consistently vote along party lines, distinguish 
between candidates ideologically, and be most attentive to cam-
paign messages. John Zaller’s research, for example, finds that vot-
ers are able to convert the messages of candidates and campaigns 
into individual preferences under the right conditions. The most 
engaged voters are most likely to perceive campaign messages, but 
they are also the least likely to accept a message inconsistent with 
their own preexisting attitudes. This pattern arises in part because 
those who are most attentive often also have the easiest time using 
information they already have about politics to make choices at the 
polls.5 These patterns have been consistently confirmed in numer-
ous contexts.6

 For these reasons, campaign effects have often been found to 
be minimal, but they are certainly not negligible. This pattern oc-
curs in part because campaigns are selective about which voters 
they contact and because media information not controlled by the 
campaigns also influences individual voters. Generally speaking, 
campaign messages are most influential when a person has weak 
political predispositions—such as with swing voters.7 Indeed, cam-
paign effects can be particularly great when there is an imbalance 
between the campaign resources of each candidate and a situation 
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where swing voters should be the most persuaded by the balance of 
such messages.8

 A useful way to understand political campaigns is to review the 
strategies of specific campaigns and the techniques they deployed. 
This information will add to what we have learned about region, 
demography, and attitudes in the Buckeye State. In this regard, it 
is worth describing the 2004 and 2008 presidential campaigns in 
Ohio in some detail.

THE 2004 OHIO CAMPAIGN

The 2000 election loomed very large in the minds of campaign 
strategists for both George W. Bush and John Kerry in 2004. The 
disputed election in Florida was the central focus of both campaigns 
in 2004 and led to greater attention to grassroots mobilization. Al-
though the 2000 Ohio election results were not controversial, both 
campaigns saw close parallels with the Florida campaign. In fact, 
the Bush campaign was surprised by how close the Buckeye State 
was in 2000, as Al Gore abandoned the state in the last weeks of the 
campaign. Karl Rove and other Republican strategists determined 
that the reason the state was so close was that there had been low 
turnout among voters who leaned Republican and resolved to rem-
edy the situation in 2004. Democratic leaders drew an analogous 
conclusion: grassroots mobilization had made Ohio close in 2000 
and these efforts needed to be redoubled in 2004.9

The Bush Campaign

As a result of the lessons of 2000, the Republican Party changed its 
view toward Get Out the Vote (GOTV) operations and worked to 
build one of the most massive grassroots networks in modern cam-
paign history. This operation was first piloted in Ohio in 2002; the 
“72-Hour” campaign was tested by volunteers who were mobilized 
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to call friends, family members, and other acquaintances to vote 
for Republican candidates. The GOP had tested volunteer calls 
against professionals and found that the volunteers performed 
above expectations. Overall, the 2002 midterm elections resulted 
in seat gains in national and state elections, confirming the GOP’s 
belief that this strategy was effective.
 In 2004, Ohio again played a key role in the full development 
of the Bush reelection effort. The Bush team built a volunteer net-
work that extended down to nearly every precinct in the state, not 
just limited to exurban areas. In Ohio, the 2004 Bush campaign had 
150 field staff, 12,000 party officials, and 85,000 volunteers working 
in the campaign. One of the innovations of the Bush targeting strat-
egy was heavily involving volunteers in voter registration drives, re-
warding those volunteers and precincts that hit carefully calculated 
goals for new registrants. Over a million volunteers nationwide 
contacted voters and provided day-to-day updates “upstream” to 
precinct captains, county chairs, state and regional managers, right 
up to the White House, which directly supervised these efforts. The 
network was frequently compared to that built by Amway in that 
the pyramid allowed new entrants to recruit volunteers and quickly 
rise up the campaign ladder.10

 In fact, Matt Bai of the New York Times wrote a widely cited 
article about the Delaware County (near Columbus in Central 
Ohio) effort as emblematic of the innovations made by the cam-
paign. While the Bush campaign rigorously controlled the messages 
and recruiting goals, they also rewarded volunteers with a range of 
perks, from signed posters from the president to invitations to cam-
paign rallies where Bush was attending. The result was an intense 
door-to-door, volunteer-driven effort that may have matched the 
strong grassroots efforts of the old urban party machine. In fact, 
President Bush had won forty-four of Ohio’s eighty-eight counties 
with more than 60 percent of the vote, and this was due in large 
part to a highly effective grassroots mobilization operation in rural 
and exurban areas, allowing him to squeak by with 50.7 percent 
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of the vote. Most likely, it was this effort that provided the crucial 
edge for Bush in winning Ohio in 2004.11

 The Bush campaign also engaged in innovative microtargeting. 
Much emphasis was placed on the effort in Ohio’s fast growing ex-
urbs but also reached out to all regions of the state and to numer-
ous segments of society. The Bush team made a concerted effort to 
target independents, gun owners, and Christian magazine subscrib-
ers using a combination of complex database analyses. As a conse-
quence, the Bush campaign actually spent as much time contacting 
people in heavily Democratic precincts as in Republican ones. Mi-
crotargeting meant the GOP had developed highly detailed knowl-
edge about voters’ behaviors and demographics and was able to 
identify specific groups such as Russian Jews living outside of Cleve-
land or even individual households in Democratic neighborhoods 
that contained Republican voters.12 The Bush campaign recognized 
that in a close contest, winning the votes of small groups of voters 
could eventually add up to thousands of votes and victory in Ohio.

The Kerry Campaign

The Democrats had an innovation of their own: a new and exten-
sive GOTV effort by Democratic allies, including labor, and two 
new organizations representing progressive causes, America Votes 
and America Coming Together. By law, these organizations were 
required to operate independently of the Kerry campaign and the 
Democratic Party. The principal reason for this independence was 
the way these new organizations were funded: they relied on soft-
money, large donations that had been made illegal for parties and 
candidates to accept by the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 
2002. Thus, use of these resources could not be effectively coordi-
nated with the Kerry campaign or the Democratic Party’s coordi-
nated campaign.13

 Such outside groups, along with the Kerry campaign, understood 
that winning the presidency would be nearly impossible without 
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winning Ohio. Kerry won the votes of 2.7 million voters in Ohio, a 
gain of 550,000 over Gore in 2000. Bush, however, won 2.9 million 
votes, a gain of over 500,000 votes compared to 2000, keeping pace 
with the Democratic campaign GOTV efforts. Somewhat unno-
ticed is the fact that Bush actually increased his share of the vote in 
every one of the Five Ohios, indicating the depth of the Republican 
GOTV network.
 The results are consistent with journalistic and insiders’ ac-
counts of each party’s efforts. Perhaps she overstated the case, but 
Lizabeth Cohen did point out an important truth when she wrote in 
the American Prospect shortly after the election that while Repub-
licans worked hard on person-to-person contact, Democrats “had 
New Yorkers calling Iowans long-distance urging them to vote.”14 
As Bush pollster Matthew Dowd stated in the National Review, “We 
knew if we turned out our base, we could split independent voters 
or lose them slightly, and still win.”15 Personal contact and strong 
core volunteers were key components of the Bush effort. According 
to Ken Mehlman, the Republican National Committee chair, the 
Bush camp identified 20 million voters it believed could be mobi-
lized who either voted against Bush in 2000 or who stayed home: 
people who had recently moved, Republicans who turned out in-
consistently, and independents who could be swayed by issues such 
as national security or moral values.

THE 2008 CAMPAIGN

Both the Obama and McCain campaigns learned lessons from the 
close 2004 campaign in Ohio. For the Democrats, a key lesson 
was that extensive resources were necessary but not sufficient for 
victory in Ohio and that much greater coordination between the 
presidential campaign, party organizations, and interest group allies 
was needed. In this regard, it was determined that the official presi-
dential campaign organization should take the lead in running the 
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presidential campaign, and other organizations should support the 
campaign rather than have an independent role. The Republicans 
learned a similar lesson: a strong, integrated campaign, from the 
precincts to the presidential campaign organization, was essential 
for winning Ohio. As in 2004, the presidential candidate needed 
to be at the center of a network of party committees and interest 
group allies.

The Obama Campaign

Beginning in the presidential primaries, the Obama campaign 
sought to build an extensive grassroots organization nationwide 
and in Ohio. This approach was tested during the long primary 
campaign and was implemented with great skill in the general elec-
tion campaign. Like the 2004 Bush campaign, an extensive volun-
teer network was at the center of the Obama campaign, but the 
volunteers were centrally managed and their efforts closely coor-
dinated with one another. An important innovation was the use of 
online media, especially social networking. Obama’s website, my-
BarackObama.com (built to match the features of many social net-
working websites), also served to utilize the efforts of thousands of 
volunteers by collecting information from them and also by provid-
ing them with opportunities to register and mobilize voters. Such 
information allowed the campaign to effectively manage this large 
volunteer effort. The campaign built its operation and mobilized 
resources in areas typically not targeted by Democratic candidates 
and arguably not needed to win the election.
 In Ohio, the Obama campaign had significant help from a revi-
talized Democratic statewide organization. Working with the Ohio 
Democratic Party, the campaign established Campaign for Change, 
a special organization dedicated to coordinating and executing 
grassroots contact. Party assistance was especially important at the 
local and county level where, under the direction of state party 
chair Chris Redfern, state Democrats had made significant efforts 
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to rebuild these local party organizations that had largely atrophied 
over the previous decade and a half.16 This pattern was particularly 
true in exurban and rural areas that the Democrats had rediscov-
ered in the 2006 election. These efforts were made possible in part 
by the extraordinary financial resources the Obama campaign was 
able to raise through legal campaign contributions, many in small 
amounts. This fundraising was aided by Obama’s decision to forego 
public financing in the general election campaign. And more im-
portant, the campaign was free to deploy and coordinate these re-
sources without the legal restraints of the campaign finance laws.
 Overall, the Campaign for Change organization had seventy-one 
field offices, three hundred paid staffers, and over twelve hundred 
neighborhood teams of volunteers going door to door to engage 
voters in conversations. The campaign also made a concerted 
effort to install staffers and recruit volunteers in all eighty-eight 
counties. Many of these volunteers gave ten to forty hours of work 
a week and many were recruited via the Obama campaign’s web-
site. In addition, a program of “Obama Fellows” was established in 
which interns were trained and then sent to live in particular areas 
to work as field organizers. The Obama campaign, while making 
use of volunteers, also tightly coordinated the targeting and mo-
bilization efforts. The campaign routinely checked on state cam-
paign organizations to make sure they were meeting their voter 
contact targets. Field organizers were well trained and given some 
discretion by the campaign as to how to tailor efforts for specific 
areas.17

 The Obama campaign did not neglect broadcast advertising, 
which completed the efforts of the Campaign for Change. It em-
ployed microtargeting to good effect but because of its extensive 
financial resources was able to spend freely in all the media markets 
in Ohio. All told, the Obama campaign ran twenty-eight televi-
sion ads and fourteen unique radio ads in 2008 in Ohio, while the 
Democratic Party and interest group allies provided another fifteen 
television ads and eight unique radio ads.18
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The McCain Campaign

The McCain campaign had considerable trouble replicating the 
2004 Bush campaign in Ohio. Despite securing the presidential 
nomination early, McCain had difficulty deploying an effective 
general election campaign. Similar to previous years, the Ohio Re-
publican Party emphasized its extensive grassroots organization. 
However, the presidential campaign brought fewer resources than 
in 2004: McCain had approximately 45 local offices and 60 paid 
staffers in Ohio, much less than the 110 offices and 150 paid staff-
ers that Bush had. Once again, the party relied on a “72-Hour Task 
Force” directed at turning out the vote on Election Day—a plan 
that morphed into a “96-Hour” effort due to early voting.
 Various problems beset the McCain camp. Like Kerry in 2004, 
McCain did not open a state campaign headquarters until June, 
and this was often staffed by non-Ohioans. Lacking an extensive 
network of volunteers, the campaign emphasized its use of “voice-
over-Internet technology” (nonpersonal) to contact voters, using 
up to two hundred pieces of information about individual voters. In 
this sense, the technology allowed the staffers to instantly update 
the GOP’s famed “Voter Vault” database and then in turn make 
calls about issues specifically identified as important to the indi-
vidual voters. But this kind of contact was quite different from the 
kind of contact the Bush campaign had relied on in 2004—namely, 
personal contact from friends, coworkers, neighbors, and church-
goers. Indeed, personal contact is far more effective than telephone 
calls from strangers even if issues have been pre-identified cor-
rectly. Also, Christian conservative organizations were dissatisfied 
with McCain and thus did not provide the same level of support 
they had provided Bush. In fact, without Sarah Palin on the ticket, 
McCain would have received much less backing from Christian 
conservatives.19

 Indeed, the McCain campaign found itself caught between 
the need to rally a disaffected Republican base while persuading 
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independents unhappy with the status quo. Here, the campaign op-
erated at a disadvantage in terms of media spending as well. Partly 
because McCain had accepted public financing for the general 
election, he had far less money to spend than Obama. Some of this 
gap was made up by the Republican National Committee, which 
engaged in independent expenditures on behalf of McCain. How-
ever, this created a lack of coordination in the GOP camp—rather 
like what had happened to Kerry in 2004. Still, the McCain media 
campaign was not inconsequential, involving nineteen unique tele-
vision and three radio ads; the Republican Party provided another 
twenty-five television ads and three radio ads, and allied interest 
groups ran thirty-six television ads and three radio ads.20

MEDIA ADVERTISING AND CONTACT

Despite the emphasis on grassroots in these elections, one of the 
primary ways in which voters are contacted is through the airwaves 
and on television. In both 2004 and 2008, Ohio ranked among the 
top states in terms of spots run by each of the campaigns, indicating 
clearly the importance of the state in winning the presidency. Table 
5.1 illustrates these patterns.
 At one point in the summer of 2004, for example, four Ohio 
media markets ranked in the top ten nationally in terms of the spots 
purchased (Toledo was number one; Dayton, two; Columbus, four; 
and Cleveland, five).21 Data on campaign ads run by the two cam-
paigns from mid-September to early October reveal that in this cru-
cial stage of the campaign, two Ohio cities placed in the top ten for 
commercials run by the two campaigns. Moreover, among the top 
forty were Dayton, Cincinnati, Charleston, West Virginia (whose 
market reaches into Southeast Ohio), Youngstown, and Wheeling, 
West Virginia.
 Similar data for 2008 had Ohio ranked first with the most tele-
vision spots in the 2008 presidential campaign, with over 100,000 
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airings. The next-closest state was Pennsylvania, with 84,000. Over-
all, Ohio ranked third in terms of overall media spending.22 The 
state was an early target of both presidential campaigns. Over the 
summer of 2008, three Ohio cities ranked in the top twenty in terms 
of television advertising in the nation, and at one point, Cleveland 
was the number one market in the nation. During that time, Ohio 
had 17,000 spots by the candidates (10,135 for McCain and 7,145 
for Obama), more than any other state.23 But in the period after 
the national conventions (in the last full week of September), Ohio 
had fallen to fourth, being supplanted by Florida, Pennsylvania, and 
Virginia with only three Ohio cities ranked in the top twenty in 
terms of candidate and committee airings.24 During the final phase 
of the campaign, nationally Obama for America opened up a two-
to-one advantage over McCain for President—the largest disparity 
in television ads ever measured going back to 1952.25

 Overall, spending was intense in Ohio in both election years. In 
2004, one source estimated a total of $87.2 million spent in Ohio 
for television ads. The Bush-Cheney and GOP committees spent 
less than the Kerry-Edwards and Democratic committees ($31.6 to 
$36.7 million), not counting the spending of allied organizations, 
which increased the Democratic advantage ($39.4 to $60.9 mil-
lion). In 2008, a grand total of $34.3 million in television spending 
was estimated for Ohio, with $15.2 million in television spending 
by Obama for America and $10.4 million by McCain for President, 
plus $4.7 million from the Republican Party. The Democratic media 
campaign was more unified in 2008 than in 2004, with more than 
90 percent of spending coming from the Obama campaign itself. In 
contrast, the Republican effort was more fragmented, with the Mc-
Cain campaign providing less than three-fifths of the media spend-
ing. So although the aggregate amounts of media spending were 
roughly equal for each party, Obama for America had a $5 million 
advantage over McCain for President in Ohio. Interestingly, the 
2008 media figures are markedly lower than in 2004 for both par-
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ties, a fact that reflects in part the larger number of competitive 
states in the 2008 election.26

 Survey evidence from 2008 illustrates the impact of such ad-
vertising. As seen in figure 5.1, Obama enjoyed a large advantage 
in terms of overall media exposure. In July 2008, more than one-
half of Ohioans had heard “a great deal” about the campaigns, 
which would rise to four-fifths by September, consistent with the 
state’s importance for each candidate. The media exposure favored 
Obama by a whopping margin of 76–10 in July. While McCain re-
duced the gap significantly by September, fewer citizens reported 
more contact with the McCain campaign, a mark of the advantages 
Obama had in terms of winning the state.
 Obama won the election by a small margin, a win by no means 
commensurate with his lead in terms of overall contact. However, 
Ohio was swamped with information about both candidates, and 
Ohioans consistently reported seeing more about Obama. A key 
feature may have been television news, which nearly all survey re-
spondents reported seeing (figure 5.2). Obama had an advantage in 
television news but also in all other kinds of information media as 
well, including newspaper, radio, and the Internet. The cumulative 
effects of these advantages worked to Obama’s advantage.

Figure 5.1. Media exposure by candidate
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 Interestingly, reported sources of media contacts varied by parti-
sanship in 2008. Republicans were more likely to have heard about 
McCain on the radio (73 percent) than Democrats about Obama 
(67 percent), and Republicans were more likely to have heard about 
both candidates on the Internet (58 percent of Republicans had 
heard about McCain on the Internet to 48 percent of Democrats, 
and 58 percent of Republicans had heard about Obama compared 
to 52 percent of Democrats). Democrats were more likely to have 
heard about both candidates on the radio and television than Re-
publicans; nearly all (96 percent) of Democrats and Republicans 
had seen information about McCain on television but slightly more 
(89 percent) Democrats had read about McCain in the newspaper 
than Republicans (83 percent). There was less of a difference for 
Obama; 99 percent of Democrats and 98 percent of Republicans 
had seen information about Obama on television, and 93 percent 
of Democrats and 92 percent of Republicans had seen information 
about Obama in the newspapers. Put simply, partisans got the mes-
sages from both candidates.
 Independents, in contrast, may be more persuadable, but even 
if this is true, they are not as likely to get the messages that would 
be persuasive. For example, overall, independents were much less 
likely to have received information about the candidates in the 
media, trailing partisans by 10 to 20 percentage points in each form 

Figure 5.2. Media exposure of candidate by form
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of media. Democratic voters said they found media coverage more 
helpful than did Republicans or independents; 37 percent of Demo-
crats rated media coverage “very helpful” compared to 26 percent 
of independents and 29 percent of Republicans.
 What did voters learn about the candidates from this media con-
tact? One way to gauge this effect is to ask voters how much they 
knew about the presidential candidates (figure 5.3). While voters 
heard a lot about Obama, they did not seem to know much about 
him in either the summer or fall of 2008, and not significantly more 
than McCain. For example, in July only 23 percent of Ohio voters 
felt they knew “a lot” about Obama compared to 21 percent for 
McCain. By September, voters reported knowing more about both 
candidates, but McCain actually led slightly in this measure. This 
evidence may explain partially why Obama’s huge leads in overall 
exposure did not translate into a wide vote margin in November.
 Information about the candidates does appear to have been 
meaningful for many Ohio voters. High levels of exposure seemed 
to improve citizens’ ability to place the presidential candidates on 
issues. Figure 5.4 shows that the more voters saw about the can-
didates in the media, the better they were able to correctly place 
Obama to the left of McCain in terms of overall ideology. On a 
scale from 1 to 10, voters with the most contact saw the great-
est ideological distance between the candidates, a distance that 
increased between July and October. For those who were exposed 
to only moderate amounts of information, the gap was smaller and 

Figure 5.3. Candidate familiarity
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did not grow at all between the summer and fall. Those with the 
least exposure gained some information but perceived the smallest 
distance between the candidates.

DIRECT VOTER CONTACT

What about the impact of direct voter contact, including contact 
via grassroots activism? A few things stand out in our 2008 panel 
study. Nearly all Ohio voters had some contact with either the Mc-
Cain or Obama campaign or affiliated interest groups. In July 2008, 
39 percent of survey respondents reported “a great deal” of contact 
with either campaign. By September, 64 percent reported “a great 
deal” of contact. Our postelection poll found that nearly eight in 

Figure 5.4. Ideological placement and media exposure, 
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ten Ohioans reported “a great deal” of contact, and only 6 percent 
reported “not very much” contact with the campaigns.
 Over the course of the campaign, Ohio voters consistently re-
ported more contact from the Obama campaign than the McCain 
campaign, as shown in figure 5.5. In July, Obama enjoyed a 3–1 ad-
vantage in reported contact. By September, McCain had narrowed 
the advantage slightly, but 46 percent of voters still reported more 
contact from the Obama campaign. In the postelection poll, Obama 
enjoyed a 2–1 advantage in reported contact, 56 percent to 21 per-
cent, with one-fifth of voters reporting the same contact from each.
 Our panel data also indicate that Obama’s campaign kept up 
with contacting voters from the summer through the fall. For exam-
ple, among voters reporting more contact with McCain in July, only 
22 percent reported more contact from the McCain campaign in 
September, while roughly half (46 percent) reported equal contact 
from both campaigns and a third actually reported more contact 
from the Obama campaign. In contrast, 53 percent of those poll 
respondents who reported more contact with the Obama campaign 
in July would again report more contact with the Obama campaign 
in September, while just under a third (28 percent) would report 
even contact, while less than one in five (19 percent) would report 
more contact from the McCain campaign.

Figure 5.5. Reported campaign contact
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 The postelection poll shows the steady contacting paid off for 
Obama. Over one-third of voters would report increased contact 
with the McCain campaign between the summer and fall, but Mc-
Cain would only split these voters evenly (winning 49.6 percent). In 
contrast, only 18 percent of voters reported an increase in contact 
with the Obama campaign, and he won only 41 percent of these 
new targets. What this means is that the Obama camp started with 
a large advantage and then held on to these voters. Among the 41 
percent of voters that reported consistently more contact with the 
Obama camp, 60 percent would vote for him. Only 6 percent of 
our panel reported more contact with the McCain camp all the way 
through the summer and fall, although McCain won the same 60 
percent of this group.
 The fall and postelection results show the same pattern. One in 
five voters would report increased contact with the McCain cam-
paign relative to the Obama campaign between September and No-
vember, but McCain would win only 39 percent of these voters. In 
contrast, 25 percent would report increased contact with the Obama 
campaign relative to the McCain campaign, and he would win about 
43 percent of these new contacts. In other words, in the late stages 
of the campaign, Obama increased the share of the Ohio elector-
ate that he had a contact advantage with and won a greater mar-
gin of the new contacts compared to McCain. Obama then won 70 
percent of panel respondents who reported even contact with both 
campaigns through the fall. So, while McCain demonstrated signs of 
evening up the contest in September, Obama’s campaign closed the 
victory by mobilizing its forces effectively down the stretch.27

 Survey data also included measures of how voters were contacted, 
including television, mail, Internet, telephone, and in person (see 
figure 5.6). We see that the campaigns behaved in similar ways 
in terms of how voters were contacted. Overall, voters reported 
more contact from McCain by mail, while the Obama campaign 
appeared to have had a slight advantage in all other forms of con-
tact, most notably by telephone and Internet. In addition, nearly 
all Ohio voters reported some contact by television. Interestingly, 
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voters reported in-person contact more than any other method of 
contact except television.28 Relatively fewer citizens were contacted 
through the Internet, with only about one in four respondents con-
tacted that way by the Obama campaign and one in three by the 
McCain campaign.
 By comparison, a 2004 survey indicated that Republicans led in 
most forms of contact (see figure 5.7). While the contacts were 
measured differently than in the 2008 survey, the net advantage re-
veals the Bush campaign had a healthy lead in most forms of direct 
contact (mail, in person, and telephone). The Democrats held only 
a slight advantage in contact via television and the Internet. Given 
the closeness of these elections, campaign contact likely affected 
the outcomes in 2004 and 2008.
 Campaigns make an effort to contact voters they believe they 
have a high probability of influencing. We see evidence of this 
targeting in several ways. For example, figure 5.8 shows the differ-
ence between the “net total contact” (total contacts by the Obama 
campaign minus the total contacts by the McCain campaign) and 
the partisanship of the voters. “Strong Democrats” reported more 
net contacts from Obama, while “strong Republicans” reported 

Figure 5.6. Contact by form
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more net contacts from the McCain campaign, with independents 
showing a modest Obama advantage. There is some evidence of a 
“base strategy” for each campaign, but more so for Republicans. 
And there is some evidence the Obama campaign reached out 
and attempted to persuade more voters than the McCain cam-
paign. Strong Democrats reported over 4 types of contact with the 
Obama campaign, whereas all other partisans reported about 3.5 
types of contact except strong Republicans, who reported only 3 
types of contact with the Obama campaign. In contrast, nearly all 
self-identified Republicans (including Republican leaners) reported 
about 4 types of contact with the McCain campaign, but Demo-
crats and pure independents reported about 3 types of contact. This 
pattern points to the powerful effects of partisanship on campaign 
contact, and presumably the vote, as discussed in chapter 4.
 Evidence also shows that each campaign sought to reach out to 
likely voters. Figure 5.9 illustrates how contact by political cam-
paigns is related to citizens’ intention to vote. Sixty-seven percent 
of those who placed themselves at the highest point in terms of 
their intention to vote (a 10 on a scale of 1 to 10) reported a “great 

Figure 5.7. Reported contact by form, 2004
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deal” of contact with the campaigns. In contrast, for those who 
placed themselves at any point less than 10, only 42 percent re-
ported a “great deal” of contact with the campaigns. Of course, 
contact also increases the engagement of citizens, but campaigns 
often divide up the citizenry before the election season really begins 
and generally prune their contact lists as Election Day approaches 
to focus their contacts on the most reliable voters.29

 In addition, one survey asked respondents which candidate they 
supported in the 2008 March Democratic primary and compared 
this information with reported general election contact by both 
campaigns in the postelection survey. Clinton primary voters were 
heavily contacted, with 88 percent of Clinton voters reporting a 
“great deal” of contact compared to 78 percent of Obama primary 
voters. McCain appears to have targeted Clinton voters as well. 
For all Democratic primary voters who reported more contact with 

Figure 5.8. Campaign contacts and party identification
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the McCain campaign than the Obama campaign, 60 percent had 
voted for Clinton. Of those who reported the same amount of con-
tact from each campaign, 64 percent had been Clinton Ohio pri-
mary voters.
 What about contact among key demographic groups? Evidence 
on this point is found in figure 5.10. The information environment 
favored Obama, and in addition, the patterns we find in our surveys 
might be less a reflection of direct contact with the Obama cam-
paign than overall attention to Obama during the election. When 
examining relative differences across social groups, we do see differ-
ences in candidate targeting. On average, demographic groups that 
historically leaned toward the Democratic Party reported more con-
tact with the Obama campaign than social groups that have leaned 
Republican. For example, 73 percent of African Americans reported 

Figure 5.9. Campaign contact and intention to vote 
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more contact with the Obama campaign. Likewise, younger people, 
unmarried individuals, those making less than $50,000 a year, and 
non-Christians reported much more contact with the Obama cam-
paign. In contrast, white Evangelicals, respondents making more 
than $54,000 a year, Protestants, Catholics, married individuals, 
and whites overall tended to report the most contact with the Mc-
Cain campaign in a relative sense. These patterns all make sense 
in light of our review of demographic party support in chapter 3. 
Thus, it appears that the candidates and their campaigns put more 
effort into contacting individuals who were members of groups that 
historically supported the party of each candidate.
 There is also evidence that each of the campaigns targeted vot-
ers according to their issue positions. Recently, Sunshine Hillygus 
and Todd Shields have shown that many voters are cross-pressured 
on issues; that is, citizens often hold issue attitudes that are out of 
step with their party’s issue positions.30 Such voters are susceptible 

Figure 5.10. Demographics and contact
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to campaign appeals from the opposition as long as such appeals 
are narrowly focused and the issues are salient to the voter. In fact, 
their research demonstrates that campaigns do reach out to such 
voters in hopes of securing their support. This pattern is similar to 
microtargeting in that it often requires that parties and candidates 
identify very narrow slices of the electorate to target. Gun-owning 
Democrats or pro-choice Republicans are examples of such cross-
pressured voters.
 As noted in chapter 4, Ohioans were divided on two key issues in 
2008: abortion and the Iraq War. Table 5.2 shows the relative level 
of contact from both presidential campaigns across combinations of 
these issue positions and partisanship. These combinations reveal 
different kinds of cross-pressured voters. For example, on abortion, 
pro-choice Republicans and independents were more likely to re-
port more contact from the Obama campaign than the McCain 
campaign compared to pro-life independents and Republicans. The 
opposite pattern was true for pro-life independents and Republi-
cans. Independents were the most likely to report the same contact 
with each campaign. Pro-life Democrats reported the highest levels 
of contact with the Obama campaign next to pro-choice Republi-
cans. This indicates that the Obama campaign targeted pro-choice 
independents—swing voters who were sympathetic to their party’s 
positions.
 A different pattern emerges with regard to the Iraq War. Here, 
Republican respondents who felt troops should be brought home 
reported relatively more contact with the McCain campaign, while 
“stay the course” independents reported more relative contact with 
the Obama campaign. Both types of independents reported “some 
contact” from each at relatively high rates compared to partisans, 
while independents who wanted the troops brought home reported 
relatively higher levels of contact with the Obama campaign. Dem-
ocrats reported contact in line with their position on the war: those 
wanting the troops to be brought home had more contact with 
the Obama campaign while those who wanted to stay the course 



145Campaigns and Voting

reported slightly more contact from the McCain campaign or equal 
contact with the campaigns.
 Overall, then, there is evidence that parties and candidates made 
some efforts to reach voters across party lines. Cross-pressuring 
campaign tactics are more evident on the issue of abortion while a 
base strategy appears more consistent in the contacting patterns for 
respondent attitudes toward the Iraq War. This provides evidence 
that the parties were engaged in intense combat to maximize their 

table 5.2.  

Contact by abortion and Iraq War attitudes

Issue Party Position

McCain 
more 

contact

Obama 
more 

contact

Same 
from 
each Total

Abortion Republicans Pro-life 28.0 53.1 18.9 100.0

Pro-choice 18.8 67.3 13.9 100.0

Independents Pro-life 24.7 40.2 35.1 100.0

Pro-choice 21.4 54.8 23.8 100.0

Democrats Pro-life 15.1 63.0 21.9 100.0

Pro-choice 19.2 57.9 22.9 100.0

Iraq Republicans Bring troops 
home

31.7 57.1 11.2 100.0

Stay course 23.7 58.2 18.1 100.0

Independents Bring troops 
home

20.5 51.3 28.2 100.0

Stay course 26.9 44.1 29.0 100.0

Democrats Bring troops 
home

16.8 61.0 22.2 100.0

Stay course 18.3 54.9 26.8 100.0

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll (postelection).
Note: Abortion and Iraq War issue positions were asked in March survey; 
contact questions were asked of respondents in the postelection survey. 
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vote totals and this often meant reaching out to voters who nor-
mally are inclined to vote for the opposition.
 Additional research on the campaigns in Ohio reveals that the 
campaigns and their allies were highly attentive to potential defec-
tions within their ranks. The Change to Win campaign, a partner-
ship of seven unions, focused heavily on issues such as jobs and 
health care. The Working America program by the AFL-CIO sent 
direct mail to socially conservative union members, and other direct 
mail pieces sent by the AFL-CIO and SEIU attacked McCain’s eco-
nomic and worker-related platforms. The Ohio Republican Party 
tried several messages. In their direct mail, they attacked Obama’s 
ties to various individuals linked to corruption, tried to frame his 
statements on pulling out of Iraq as “abandoning America’s troops,” 
and mentioned his support for driver’s licenses for illegal aliens. 
Other mailings attacked Obama’s economic plan, arguing that 
the Democrats would drive up government spending and produce 
greater deficits.
 Finally, we see clear evidence of candidate strategies in the post-
election survey. For example, McCain voters reported an average of 
4.3 types of contact with the McCain campaign, compared to 3.4 
types of contact for those who did not vote for McCain. Including 
other Republican ally contacts, the average was 5.6 for McCain 
voters and 4.1 for non-McCain voters. Obama contacts follow a 
similar pattern. That is, those respondents who voted for Obama 
reported 4.1 types of contact, while those who did not vote for 
Obama reported an average of only 3.6 forms of contact. Includ-
ing ally contacts, Obama voters reported an average of 5.4 types of 
contact while those not voting for Obama reported only 4.6.
 Candidate contact, however, does not fully explain the election 
outcome. For example, Obama won 51 percent of voters who re-
ported more contact with McCain, and he also won 51 percent 
of those reporting more contact with Obama. In contrast, Obama 
won 58 percent of those reporting the same amount of contact from 
each campaign. These patterns present an interesting puzzle. Given 



147Campaigns and Voting

that the information environment of the campaign clearly favored 
Obama, it is not surprising that well over one-half of Ohio voters in 
our survey reported more contact with the Obama campaign. But 
this advantage clearly did not translate into a similar proportion of 
the vote.
 Some other factors help to explain this puzzle. Partisanship is 
one factor: 94 percent of Republicans who reported more overall 
contact with the Obama campaign voted for McCain, while 54 per-
cent of independents who reported more contact with the Obama 
campaign also voted for McCain. Part of Obama’s victory is in part 
due to the fact that 46 percent of Ohio voters in 2008 were self-
reported Democrats, which gave Obama a built-in advantage as he 
won almost 90 percent of the votes of Ohio Democrats. Obama’s 
advantage in campaign contacts did not appear to persuade nearly 
as many independents or Republicans.
 Issue positions also provide clear patterns. The more a voter had 
views in common with McCain, the more likely he was to be con-
tacted by McCain’s campaign or an affiliate. The more a voter had 
in common with Obama, the more likely he was to be contacted 
by Obama’s campaign or liberal allied organizations. For example, 
conservatives reported relatively lower levels of contact with the 
Obama campaign (58 percent had more contact from the Obama 
campaign) than liberals (63 percent), while moderates reported the 
lowest level (53 percent).
 Another factor was the contacting activity by interest groups  
allied with both campaigns. The levels of interest group contact 
and net results are reported in figures 5.11 and 5.12, respectively. 
In this case, those who reported contact from conservative organi-
zations were strong backers of McCain while those who reported 
contact with liberal political organizations were strong backers of 
Obama. The same pattern can be seen for 2004 in figure 5.12. In 
2004, however, the Republican “payoff” from contact was far larger. 
For example, those that reported they were contacted by a church 
or religious organization produced a net Republican vote of nearly 
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20 additional points and those that reported being contacted by a 
conservative group accounted for 10 additional percentage points 
in net Republican contact. Alternatively, Obama won a larger share 
of votes of those reporting contact from parties, liberal groups, and 
labor unions than Kerry did, although he performed worse than 

Figure 5.12. Contact by campaign affiliate and respondent 
vote choice

Figure 5.11. Campaign contact by interest groups, 2004 and 
2008
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Kerry among those reporting more contact with environmental 
groups.

CAMPAIGNING BY REGIONS

Campaigns also engaged in strategic behavior in their efforts to 
mobilize voters across the Five Ohios. However, aggregate levels 
of contact by region appear to largely be a function of population, 
with the more populous regions receiving the higher level of effort. 
A good example of this pattern is media spending by the campaigns 
across the Five Ohios, reported in table 5.3.
 In 2008, Obama spent more in each region, except Southeast 
Ohio, reflecting his advantage in resources. This disparity was most 
evident in the heavily populated and Democratic Northeast Ohio, 
where McCain was outspent by nearly $3 million, but extends even 
to Republican Southwest Ohio where Obama’s edge was about $2 
million. For both candidates, however, media expenditures followed 
the level of population with approximately the same percentage of 

table 5.3. 

Campaign spending by region

McCain Obama

Northeast $5,824,216 $8,778,882

Northwest $1,386,751 $1,975,715

Central $3,092,726 $4,440,080

Southeast $589,560 $352,795

Southwest $4,058,135 $6,041631

Total $14,361,828 $21,236,308

Source: Andrei Scheinkman, Xaquîn G. V., Alan McLean, and Stephan Weit-
berg,  “The Ad Wars,” New York Times, 2008, http://elections.nytimes.com/
2008/ president/advertising/index.html.
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both the Democratic and Republican funds spent in each region. 
For example, both sides spent about 40 percent of their funds in 
Northeast Ohio, which has about 40 percent of Ohio’s population. 
Because Obama was better funded, he was able to spend more than 
McCain in areas where potential voters were located. 
 Another way to see the impact of region is by tracking the loca-
tion of major candidate visits. As figures 5.13 and 5.14 indicate, 
Democratic visits outpaced Republican visits in both 2004 and 
2008. In 2004, Ohio was the most visited state by the major cam-
paigns. Overall, between June and November 2004, Bush visited 
Ohio nineteen times, Vice President Cheney visited fourteen times, 
and First Lady Laura Bush made five separate visits. John Kerry 
visited twenty-seven times and John Edwards made seventeen trips. 

Figure 5.13. Map of candidate visits, 2004
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The candidates’ spouses also made a number of visits: Elizabeth 
Edwards made ten separate stops and Theresa Heinz-Kerry made 
three visits.31

 These visits covered nearly every type of event, including mass 
rallies and town hall meetings. Bush rallies were generally limited 
to supporters while Kerry events were more open. Democrats vis-
ited more often and were actually more active in the state during 
October 2004, but by the end of the campaign, both candidates 
staged major appearances in Ohio. Kerry held a huge rally with 
Bruce Springsteen in downtown Cleveland on the evening before 
the election. Bush actually flew to Ohio on Election Day with a 
surprise visit to campaign staffers in Columbus in the final hours 
before the polls closed.

Figure 5.14. Map of candidate visits, 2008
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 The candidates spent the bulk of their time in the Northeast and 
Southwest, not surprisingly, since they are the two main popula-
tion centers. In fact, candidate visits were evenly matched in voter-
rich Southwest and Northeast Ohio, the political polar ends of the 
state. The growing central region of the state saw fewer visits from 
the top of the GOP ticket than the top of the Democratic ticket 
(although the Republican spouses visited more frequently than the 
Democratic spouses so that the total number of visits by each cam-
paign to Central Ohio was the same). The main differences were 
that Republicans visited the Northwest more often than the Demo-
crats, who in turn spent more time in the Southeast.
 In 2008, the major presidential candidates and their surrogates 
again lavished attention on the Buckeye State. However, in that 
year with a larger number of competitive states, Ohio had to share 
the candidates’ time with other states. Barack Obama held seven-
teen separate campaign events in Ohio between June and Election 
Day 2008, Joe Biden visited eleven separate times, and Michelle 
Obama had four distinct stops. McCain, for his part, had twenty-
nine separate visits and Palin had fourteen.32 Palin visited Ohio 
more than any other state, hoping to attract disaffected Hillary vot-
ers in the state where Clinton had a strong primary victory. The 
greater number of Palin and McCain visits is indicative of the im-
portance of the state for the GOP ticket but also perhaps of the fact 
that the GOP faced a narrower range of states in which the ticket 
was competitive.
 As in 2004, both campaigns also enlisted high-profile support. In 
September, for example, Hillary Clinton visited Ohio on Obama’s 
behalf in a highly publicized event.33 Obama held a three-city swing 
in Cleveland, Columbus, and Cincinnati on the Sunday before the 
election, appearing with Bruce Springsteen in Cleveland.34 Mc-
Cain events often featured speakers like Arnold Schwarzenegger 
and Ohioan Joe Wurzelbacher (“Joe the Plumber”).35 An October 
22 McCain-Palin rally in Green featured country music stars Lee 
Greenwood and Gretchen Wilson.36 Among the numerous Obama 
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surrogates were Cleveland Cavaliers all-star forward and Akron 
native Lebron James. On the other side, Cleveland Browns (and 
former Notre Dame) quarterback Brady Quinn, a Dublin native, 
appeared with McCain.37

 In terms of the regional distribution of total visits arranged by 
both campaigns, Northeast Ohio again dominated the candidates’ 
attention. Obama’s visits were relatively spread out, with visits to 
each region, the most to the Southwest but also four each to North-
east and Central Ohio. Biden, perhaps appealing to the traditional 
ethnic Catholic wing of the Democratic Party, spent most of his time 
in Northeast Ohio but also visited the other regions at least three 
times, except for Southwest Ohio. McCain made almost double the 
number of visits to Northeast Ohio and in fact, just five days before 
the general election, McCain took a day-long bus tour across the 
northern edge of the state. He also made several visits to Southeast 
and Southwest Ohio, indicating the need to win swing voters in 
Southeast Ohio and to turn out his base in Southwest Ohio. Palin 
mainly visited the population centers of Northeast and Southwest 
Ohio, with her visits mostly in suburban and outlying areas.
 Campaign field offices also are instructive about where the can-
didates placed attention on winning votes, as shown in figure 5.15. 
Overall, Obama had nearly double the number of field offices com-
pared to McCain, but there were also some important differences 
in the regional distribution of the offices. Not surprisingly, the bulk 
of the Obama field offices were located in Northeast Ohio, where 
Obama had over twice as many as McCain. On the flip side, Mc-
Cain nearly matched the number of field offices in Southwest Ohio. 
Obama also had a decided advantage in Northwest Ohio (an over 
2–1 ratio), which may account for the significant gains he made in 
that region of the state in terms of vote share compared to John 
Kerry’s performance. No comparable list of Bush and Kerry field 
offices was made public in 2004, but the number of field offices was 
greater for Bush (110 to 50) and they appear to have been distrib-
uted in a fashion similar to 2008.
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 Survey data also confirm some disparity in regional contact in 
2008, as shown in table 5.4. The data indicate that citizens were 
contacted extensively in each region of the state, with no less than 
70 percent of citizens in each region reporting a “great deal” of con-
tact with each of the campaigns. The population centers again saw 
the most attention, with Northwest and Southeast Ohio reporting 
less contact.
 In terms of both overall contact and the reported number of con-
tacts, Obama’s efforts clearly exceeded McCain’s. Over one-half of 
all Ohio voters reported more contact from the Obama campaign 
in the postelection poll, while only one in five reported more con-
tact with the McCain campaign. As discussed above, parties tar-
geted and microtargeted, but data suggest a broad sweep from the 

Figure 5.15. Map of candidate field offices, 2008
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Obama campaign with narrower voter outreach efforts from the 
McCain campaign.
 Moreover, regional disparities are also apparent. McCain’s ad-
vantage was mostly limited to Central Ohio, where respondents 
reported the most contact with the McCain campaign relative to 
the Obama campaign (21 percent in September and 29 percent 
in November). The two campaigns were actually somewhat evenly 
matched in Northeast and Northwest Ohio, with one-quarter of all 
respondents in these two regions reporting “about the same” level 
of contact between the two campaigns.
 In terms of overall reported contact, McCain trailed Bush’s 
efforts in 2004. Table 5.5 shows the reported number of types of 
contacts with the main presidential campaign as well as their sur-
rogates, including, on the Republican side, church groups, busi-
ness groups, gun-rights groups, and other conservative groups, and 
on the Democratic side, labor unions, environmental groups, and 
other liberal groups. While the total number of contacts is different 
for each election, the mean number of contacts shows an evenly 
balanced effort in 2004 but wider differences in 2008. For example, 

table 5.4. 

Differences in regional contact by campaign
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“Contacted a great deal” 78.3 71.3 80.6 68.8 77.7 76.7

More from Obama 56.2 53.0 53.3 57.1 60.4 56.5

More from McCain 19.3 18.8 28.6 25.2 18.8 21.4

        Net Obama 36.9 34.2 24.7 31.9 41.6 35.1

Source: 2008 Akron Buckeye poll (postelection).
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in 2004, Republican or conservative allies led in contacts in three 
of the five regions, while in 2008, Democratic or liberal groups led 
in contacts (and by wider margins) in three of the five regions.
 Obama’s victory was partly due to his tremendous advantage in 
resources to contact voters: financial, institutional (the revitalized 
Ohio Democratic Party), and volunteer resources (including the 
innovative use of online organization). This allowed the campaign 
to operate in all regions of the state. However, there is evidence of 
special targeting of Republican-leaning counties by the Obama cam-
paign, part of the eighty-eight-county strategy pursued by the Dem-
ocrats in 2006 and 2008. For example, a major part of the effort was 

table 5.5. 

Mean number of campaign contacts by region
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2008

Obama contacts 5.1 4.8 5  5 4.5 4.9

McCain contacts 4.5 5 4.8 4.7 4.7 4.7

      Net Obama 0.6 –0.2 0.2 0.3 –0.2 0.2

2004

Kerry contacts 4.4 4.1 4.3 4 4.7 4.4

Bush contacts 4.1 4.4 4.5 3.9 4.8 4.4

      Net Kerry 0.3 –0.3 –0.2 0.1 –0.1 0.0

Note: Cell entries represent mean number of reported campaign contacts for 
respondents by each campaign. Contacts included whether the person was 
contacted by the major campaigns by television, radio, mail, phone, Internet, or 
in person, and if they were contacted by one of three liberal or conservative af-
filiated interest groups in 2004 and five in 2008. As a result, an individual could 
report up to nine total contacts for each party in 2004 and eleven in 2008.
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to systematically chip away at the Bush margins from 2004. Bush 
won twenty-three counties with more than 65 percent of the vote 
in 2004. Slight increases in the Obama share, such as the target of 
35 percent in Warren County, where Bush had won 72 percent, 
were crucial to the outcome. In this case, Obama won 32 percent of 
the vote in Warren County, or 7,354 more votes. Another example 
of the Obama campaign working traditionally Republican areas is, 
as state Democratic officials noted, Obama had more paid staffers 
in Republican-dominated Butler County (in Southwest Ohio) than 
Kerry had in Franklin County in 2004 (the dominant Democratic 
county in Central Ohio).38 A third example is seen in the election 
results in the fastest-growing counties: Bush won 67 percent of the 
vote in the ten fastest-growing counties; however, in those same 
counties, McCain won only 61 percent.
 At the same time, Obama faced challenges at the regional level. 
Obama lost votes in twenty counties compared to Kerry in 2004, fif-
teen of which were located in the state’s southeastern region. These 
were the same counties where Hillary Clinton won 64 percent in 
the 2008 Democratic primary. Interestingly, Obama’s greatest gains 
over Kerry were concentrated in the industrial northwest, near the 
Indiana border, home to the five counties with the biggest percent 
gains over 2004.

CONCLUSION

Campaign contact is an important way in which voters become 
informed about elections. Campaign activities provide voters with 
critical information that links their own predispositions with the 
choice of a candidate. Campaigns are necessary to activate many 
voters, both in persuading voters which candidates to support and 
in mobilizing voters to actually cast a ballot.
 Given Ohio’s diversity in regions, demography, and attitudes, it 
makes sense for campaigns to focus their resources and efforts on 
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activating voters in the Buckeye State. So the extraordinary presi-
dential campaigns of 2004 and 2008 were no accident, reflecting 
the diversity of the Buckeye State and certainly in keeping with its 
political history. The high level of spending, extensive contacting, 
and large networks of volunteers further reinforced Ohio’s reputa-
tion for being a perennial battleground state in presidential politics.
 The foregoing evidence suggests that these presidential cam-
paigns actually made a difference in the election results, helping to 
produce a slim majority of the votes cast. Indeed, the winners, Bush 
in 2004 and Obama in 2008, more effectively marshaled campaign 
resources and contacted and activated voters on their behalf. In 
2004, the Republicans and Democrats were more evenly divided 
in resources and contacts, but the GOP had a more integrated and 
coherent campaign. In 2008, the Democrats had advantages in 
both areas, having far more resources as well as a more integrated 
and coherent campaign. Much of the evidence presented reveals 
that these extraordinary campaign efforts helped Bush and Obama 
win by informing, persuading, and mobilizing more voters. But this 
evidence also reveals the limits to campaign contact: in the end, 
campaign effects reflect the underlying predispositions of voters, 
rooted in region, demography, and attitudes. Looked at from this 
perspective, the efficient Bush campaign in 2004 and the large-
scale Obama campaign in 2008 had to operate within the great di-
verse environment that is the Buckeye State. In the next and final 
chapter, we will summarize our findings on region, demography, and 
attitudes and assess how all these factors fit together to help ac-
count for the Buckeye battleground.



CHAPTER 6 

A Look to the Future of the 
Buckeye Battleground 

0 NjANUARY 5, 2011, REPR[SENTATIVL]OHN BoEl-!NER, a member 
of the U.S. House since I 991 , was sworn in as Speaker. The 

second of twelve children and a lifetime native of Southwest Ohio, 

Boehner is only the third Ohioan to serve in the Speaker's post and 

the first since Nicholas Longworth in 1931. If 2006 was a grand 
celebration for Ohio Democrats, 20 IO was a grand celebration for 

the GOP. In Ohio, the congressional delegation went from a 10-8 
Democratic edge to a 13- 5 Republican majority. All Ohio congres

sional seats that were taken by Democrats from Republicans in 
2006 and 2008 returned to the GOP in 20 I 0. Republicans easily 

kept the U.S. Senate seat of the retiring George Voinovich, swept 

every statewide elected office, and took back control of the Ohio 

House of Representatives. Once again, Ohio was at the forefront of 
national politics. 

The purpose of this book is to show why Ohio is a perennial 

battleground state in national elections, and it is worth briefly sum

marizing the results. In chapter 1, we noted that the Buckeye State 
has long held a central place in American electoral politics, a point 
that was illustrated by a brief sketch of four historical eras leading 

up to the present, or contemporary era. A review of Ohio voting be

havior over time revealed that Ohio has been a highly competitive 

and bellwether state in national elections. These characteristics are 
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especially true for presidential elections but also apply to a lesser 
extent to congressional and state elections. These characteristics 
help explain why generations of politicians and political organiza
tions have made a point of campaigning intensively in Ohio. 

These historical regularities raised a deeper question: Why is 
Ohio a competitive and bellwether state? The simple answer is the 
great diversity of the Buckeye State. As illustrated in chapter 2, 
Ohio is a microcosm of the nation in social and political terms, 
especially among the large states that matter most in the Electoral 
College. Ohio also has a great deal of internal regional diversity. 
The state's diverse regions are usefully summarized by the Five 
Ohios, which divide the state into Northeast, Northwest, Central, 
Southeast, and Southwest Ohio. These regions are strongly associ
ated with voting behavior not only in the contemporary era but also 
in previous eras. Although these patterns are often strongest with 
the presidential vote, they tend to hold for state elections as well. 

Recognition of the Five Ohios helps explain why Ohio is a bat• 
tleground state but also raises yet another question: Why are these 
regions distinctive at the ballot box? Here, we noted two perspec• 
tives on the political distinctiveness of regions: the compositional 
view (that regional distinctions arise from the characteristics of the 
people who live in them) and the contextual view (that regional 
distinctions arise from the interaction of people in a particular place 
over time). Subsequent chapters included region as a focus of anal
ysis and considered both the compositional and contextual effects. 

Chapter 3 explored the impact of demography, the basic social 
characteristics of citizens, on voting in Ohio. Here we found strong 
relationships between measures of class, culture, and life cycle and 
the presidential vote. These patterns revealed strong social identi• 
ties that benefit each of the major political parties and their can• 
didatcs. Thus the voting differences across the Five Ohios arise in 
part from the demography of the regions. These findings provide 
considerable support for the compositional perspective. However, 
we also found support for the contextual perspective when we 



A Look to the Future 

looked at the impact of demography on the vote across the Five 
Ohios. We found that the impact of demography was not uniform 
across the five regions. So the Buckeye State's diverse regions arise 
in part from demography and in part from geography, and they help 
explain why the state is a perennial battleground. 

Chapter 4 explored the impact of political attitudes- the opin
ions that connect demograph)'. and region to political choices-on 
voting in the Buckeye State. Here, we demonstrated a strong re
lationship between key attitudes and the presidential vote in the 
initial elections of the contemporary era. In keeping with the schol
arly literature, we found that self-identified partisanship was the 
strongest predictor of the vote in all these elections and, further
more, that changes in partisanship between 2004 and 2008 help 
account for the shift in the Buckeye State from the Republican to 

the Democratic column. We also found that self-identified ideology, 
issues, and issue priorities all had an effect on the vote. Finally, we 
found that there were important differences in all these political 
attitudes across the Five Ohios. These patterns provided evidence 
for both the compositional and contextual view of regional political 
differences. Hence, political attitudes also help explain the Buckeye 
battleground. 

Chapter 5 examined campaign activity and contact with voters, 
the most visible evidence that Ohio is a battleground state. Indeed, 
in the contemporary era, the major presidential campaigns lavished 
resources and time on winning the Buckeye State. Campaign con
tact helps activate voters, including mobilizing them to cast a ballot 
as well as persuading them to vote for a particular candidate. In 
this regard, campaign contact helps link region, demography, and 
political attitudes to citizens' choices at the ballot box. Evidence 
presented reveals that campaign activities had an impact on the 
election results in the 2004 and 2008 presidential elections. 

In sum, Ohio is a perennial battleground state because of its his
tory, plus its regional, demographic, and political diversity. These 
factors prompt intense campaigning by a wider range of politicians 



and political organization- activities that, in turn, impact election 

results. 

FI1TING THE FACTORS TOGETHER 

Our findings in the previous chapters raise a final question: How do 

these factors fit together in accounting for recent election results? 

What follows is a simple illustration of the relative impact of these 
factors on voting in the presidential elections of the contemporary 

era. We attempt to answer this question by analyzing survey data 

that contained a measure of region (the Five Ohios); demogra/1/1y, 
including measures of class (income and education); cultme (white 
born-again Christian and non-white voters) and life cycle (age and 

gender); attitttdes (self-identified partisanship and economic pri
orities); and net cam/Jaign contact. The following graphs report the 

relative and independent impact of each of these variables on the 
presidential vote once the effect of all other variables are taken into 

account statistically.1 

Figure 6.1 reports the relative importance of these variables on 

the 2008 presidential vote in Ohio. In this analysis, partisanship 

had the largest impact on the vote, far above any of the other vari

ables. This finding fits well with the literature on voting behavior, 
as mentioned in chapter 4. Certainly, it makes intuitive sense that 

identification with the Democratic or Republican parties would be 

strongly linked to choices between a Democratic and Republican 

candidate. 
Economic priorities and net campaign contact both had an inde

pendent impact on the vote even when the· effects of partisanship 

are taken into account. Many of the demographic variables also 

showed an independent impact on the vote, although at a smaller 
level than the more directly political variables. Religious affilia
tion, race, level of education, and gender were traits that still mat

tered once other factors were taken into account. 2 Region mattered 
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Figure 6.1. Sources of the 2008 presidential vote in Ohio: 
Relative impact 

ATT!TUOES 
PartJsanship 
Econ l)flOfily 

Contact 

OEMQGBAeHY 
Bomagaln 

Non-while 
Education 

Gender 
Income 

Age 

BEGION 
Soulheasl 
Nor1heasl 

Soolhwesl 

J 

._ 
] -' --. ~ I 

f 
~ --... Central 

0.00 

I I I 

0.20 0.40 0.60 D.BD 1,00 

Proportion 

independently as well: residence in the Southeast, Northeast, and 

Southwest regions also had an independent impact on the vote 
when compared to Northwest Ohio. l (In this statistical analysis, 

Northwest Ohio was used as a baseline category and does not ap

pear in the figure; it is included in the model.) 

The data suggest that political attitudes were the most power

ful set of variables, followed by campaign contact, demography, 
and region in accounting for the presidential vote. In part, this or
dering reflects the proximity of the variables to the vote itself. As 

noted earlier, partisanship is easily linked to the party labels of the 

candidates, while economic priorities and campaign contact can 
be readily linked to the candidates. In contrast, demography and 

region are more distant from the vote, reflecting the basic personal 
experiences and values that have to be politicized to be relevant 

to the vote. From this perspective, it is likely that many of these 

variables have important indirect effects on the vote. For exam
ple, income may operate through partisanship (with the less afflu

ent being Democrats and the more affluent Republicans) but also 

through economic priorities (with the less affluent more concerned 

with the economy than the affluent) and campaign contact (with 



Democrats targeting the less affluent and the Republicans the more 
affluent). 

Figure 6.2 provides an estimate of the indirect effects of all these 
factors on the 2008 presidential vote, presenting them alongside 
the direct effects reported in figure 6.1.4 Note that the relative im

pact of all the factors increases, represented by the extension of 
the bars in the figure (the white portions). The indirect effect of 
partisanship on the vote is modest because the direct effect is so 
large and because partisanship has a relatively small effect through 
the other variables. However, the total impact of economic priori
ties and campaign contact nearly doubles in size when the indi
rect effect is included, principally because these variables operate 
through partisanship to influence the vote. The total impact of all 
the demographic and regional variables increases as well when the 
indirect effects are added in; these results also largely reflect opera
tion of all these factors through partisanship and the other political 
measures. These patterns suggest another reason partisanship has 
such a powerful impact on the vote: it encompasses the effects on 
many other factors. Still, even when the indirect effects of the fac
tors are included, attitudes remain the most powerful effect on the 
vote, followed by campaign contact, demography, and region. 

The same overall pattern held for the 2004 election, as shown 
in figures 6.3 and 6.4. Partisanship and economic priorities were 

also the most important factors in 2004, hut demography and re
gion had a larger impact than campaign contact. In addition, de
mography and region also had larger indirect effects in 2004 than 
2008. These differences could well reflect differences in the 2004 
and 2008 campaigns, but they could also reflect differences in the 
surveys conducted four years apart, with somewhat different mea
sures and samples. Still, the similarity in the patterns is striking. 
Indeed, these patterns suggest that region and demography were 
highly politicized in elections during the contemporary era, so that 
the underlying diversity of the state was reflected in the Buckeye 
battleground. 
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Figure 6.2. Sources of the 2008 presidential vote in Ohio: 
Direct and indirect impacts 
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Figure 6.3. Sources of the 2004 presidential vote in Ohio: 
Relative impact 
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Figure 6.4. Sources of the 2004 presidential vote in Ohio: 
Direct and indirect impacts 
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OHIO POLITICS IN THE CONTEMPORARY ERA 

What will Ohio politics look like in the contemporary era, beyond 
the initial elections in 2004, 2006, and 2008? In the immediate 
short term, the 2010 Republican sweep of statewide offices and re• 
sumption of unified control of Ohio government has large conse~ 
quences regarding redistricting at the state and national level. As a 
result of the 20 l O census, Ohio lost two congressional seats, which 
will reduce the House delegation to sixteen members following the 
2012 election.s Since the GOP controls the congressional redis• 
tricting process and because the Republican majorities in the Ohio 

General Assembly are so large, the GOP will have a free hand in 
redrawing the district lines. At the state level, the GOP will control 
the redrawing of district lines for the Ohio General Assembly since 
the party controls four of the five seats on the state Apportionment 
Board.6 

As with the 2006 election, it is tempting to view the 2010 elec
tion ns a sign that a new era has begun in the nation and the state. 
However, in the case of Ohio, the 2010 election may represent sim~ 
ply a "return to normalcy," as President Warren Harding, one Ohio 
nntive son, said in 1920, during the industrial era. After all, Ohio is 
a competitive and bellwether state (and leans slightly Republican). 

In 2012, the fortunes of President Obama will reside in the per• 
formance of the economy and its impact in Ohio. Just before the 
2008 election, the Ohio unemployment rate hit 7 .4 percent, the 
highest it had been in sixteen years, and this helped the party out of 
power- the Democrats- prevail. l\vo years later, the White House 
understood the stakes of the 2010 governor's race in Ohio, with 
Obama and his surrogates frequently visiting the Buckeye State to 

buoy Governor Strickland's fortuncs.7 Yet, with the unemployment 
rare stuck near 10 percent, Democrats in Ohio were punished for 
failing to turn around the economy, and the party of power- now 
the Republicans- prevailed.11 At this writing, it is unclear what the 
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economic situation will be in the fall of 2012. But come what may, 

a hard-fought presidential contest in Ohio is likely once again. 
It is, then, difficult to predict with any certainty the course of 

national politics, let alone the politics of a single state. Moreover, 

a glance back at chapter 1 reveals that the industrial and postin
dustrial eras had varied politics with some very close elections, but 
also elections that were won by much larger margins. Thus, an easy 

prediction would be that the same range of electoral outcomes will 

occur over the next fifty years, even though the era began with 

unusually close presidential contests. Such a prediction would cer

tainly be in keeping with the competitive and bellwether nature of 
Buckeye politics over the previous two hundred years. Three addi

tional factors could reinforce such a judgment: the potential effects 

of diversity, decline, and redevelopment. 
As we have noted, a key to Ohio's politics is the great diversity of 

the state. At this juncture, it seems unlikely that the Buckeye State 

will become any less diverse as the contemporary era advances. 

For one thing, Ohio's legacy of diversity from the past is likely to 
change slowly, if at all, with a continuation of a wide variety of 

people among its citizenry. In addition, many national trends that 

have been most prominent in other parts of the country, such as 

the growth of the Hispanic population, have begun to appear in 

Ohio, and these trends may advance rapidly over the next several 
decades. And as we saw in the postindustrial era, the growth of 
knowledge workers and exurbs has also appeared in the Buckeye 

State and shows no signs of diminishing. Indeed, the growing parts 

of the state are likely to increase in diversity, perhaps in new and 

unexpected ways. 
The continued diversity of Ohio may be encouraged by economic 

and population decline. This pattern may occur if such decline con

tinues to be concentrated in the old industrial cities of the state, a 

process that has been under way for much of the postindustrial era. 

It is quite possible that further decline in manufacturing and the 



loss of the traditional blue-collar populations will increase the po
litical diversity of the state, especially if it were to occur simultane
ously with an increase in knowledge workers and suburbanization. 
If so, then further decline is unlikely to change the fundamental 
nature of Buckeye politics, including its competitive and bellwether 
features. However, decline in population will reduce Ohio's clout 
in the Electoral College and in Congress, making the state a less 
valuable prize in national politics. The combination of diversity and 
decline may produce a smaller Buckeye battleground in the con
temporary era. 

It is possible, however, that economic and population decline 
could lead to less diversity in Ohio, especially if the decline were 
spread evenly across the regions of the state, or if such declines 
were not matched by growth and economic innovation in other 
regions. For example, only Central Ohio has seen real population 
growth in recent decades, which has been offset by declines or slow 
growth in other regions. Moreover, if Ohio does not participate in 
the postmanufacturing economy, it may miss important new sources 
of diversity. One example may be in the area of in-migration: inter
nal and external migrants tend to follow economic growth and a 
stagnant economy may discourage migrants of all sorts, including 
the new immigrants from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. The net 
result of all such developments could be that Ohio would be less of 
a microcosm of the nation. In political terms, this could make the 
state less competitive in national elections and less of a bellwether 
state. It is unclear which of the major political parties might bene
fit-or suffer-from such developments, but Ohio would no longer 
play as central a role in national politics. 

The further decline of the economy is not the only possible fu
ture. Another is the redevelopment of Ohio. Indeed, the first two 
centuries of the state's history saw several dramatic examples of 
new departures in economic development. Such a change could 
happen again, expanding the economy and eventually the popu
lation of Ohio. Certainly there is no shortage of efforts by public 
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and private officials to rekindle entrepreneurship in the state. And 

some of the features that first made Ohio successful, such as lo
cation, water, and a diverse population, may become competitive 
advantages in the next cycles of economic innovation. If such a 

redevelopment were to occur, it would only add to the state's diver

sity and thus likely preserve or even enhance its competitive and 

bellwether features. Under such a scenario, a larger and more vital 
Buckeye battleground would characterize the contemporary era. 
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