
Stage one – the invisible primary

This is the period between candidates declaring an intention to run for the 
presidency and the first primaries and caucuses. Others have a broader 
interpretation of the term and use it regardless of whether a candidate has 
declared an intention to run or not. No votes are cast in this stage. During 
the invisible primary, a candidate seeks to raise his/her profile by publishing 
books, participating in debates, developing policy ideas, cultivating a national 
profile and raising money. In the 2020 cycle, Joe Biden declared his intention 
to run in April 2019 – some nine months before the first caucus was held in 
Iowa in February 2020. Trump declared his intention to run in the 2016 cycle in 
March 2015. Have we been in the ‘invisible primary’ for 2024 since even before 
the 2020 cycle was complete?
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The electoral process in the US 

Stage two – primaries and caucuses

With individual states having control over their electoral processes, stage 
two sees a mixture of primaries and caucuses being held across states and 
territories. This usually occurs between February and June in an election year. 
Most states hold primaries, which are state-based elections to choose a party’s 
candidate for presidency. Some primaries are winner-takes-all, whilst others 
are proportional. In terms of who gets to vote in primaries, there are open, 
closed or modified primaries depending on which registered voters each state 
allows to participate in the primary. New Hampshire is the first primary in the 
calendar and is a critical event, but not always decisive. Neither Biden (2020), 
Obama (2008), Bush (2000), or Clinton (1992) won in New Hampshire. Super 
Tuesday is the term for a Tuesday in Feb/March when a number of states, 
especially in the South, coincide their primaries and caucuses in an attempt to 
gain collective influence.

Caucuses are a series of state-based meetings to choose a party’s presidential 
candidate. They are often used in large states with a low population density, 
such as Iowa or Nevada. Critics describe them as unrepresentative, whilst 
others see them as a pure form of democracy. Iowa is seen as a critical event 
in the calendar as it holds the first caucus, but again Biden didn’t win here in 
2020 – although it was crucial for an outsider candidate like Obama in 2008 
as he sought to build momentum. The Iowa caucus of 2020 was characterised 
by technical hitches and a delayed result, which hampered the attempts of 
Buttigieg, Warren and Sanders to build momentum. Biden’s performance in 
Iowa, like New Hampshire, was a disaster albeit not a terminal one.  
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Stage three – national nominating conventions

A spectacle event. This is a meeting held every four years by each of the two 
major parties to select presidential and vice-presidential candidates and 
agree the party platform. States send delegates to vote according to the 
outcome of their respective primaries and caucuses. In 2020 these events 
were held digitally, with Trump turning the event into a family affair with 
relatives speaking on each night. Conventions have informal functions as well 
as formal ones, including enthusing the party masses, unifying a potentially 
divided party and hopefully initiating a post-convention bounce for the 
candidate.

Stage four – the election campaign

Once the conventions have passed, the election campaign begins in earnest. This stage of 
the electoral process takes place over a nine-week period, culminating in the election which 
is constitutionally bound to take place on the Tuesday after the first Monday in November. 
In 2020, the reality was that many Americans had used postal voting to cast their ballot long 
before November, but the notable events at this stage are usually the television debates 
along with the much discussed ‘October Surprise’. The first televised debate between Biden 
and Trump was an especially low point in the history of American democracy, with a debate 
characterised by interruptions and personal abuse. The October Surprises of 2020 related 
to Trump’s COVID illness along with revelations about his tax liability. The ‘surprises’ of 2016 
both upended the campaigns as Trump’s ‘locker room talk’ tape was released on 7 October, 
followed by the FBI reopening the investigation into Hillary Clinton’s emails. Huge amounts 
of money are spent, especially at this stage, with Super PACs and wealthy individuals 
like Bloomberg and the Koch brothers spending massive amounts of money in order to 
influence the outcome of the election. 
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Stage five – the Electoral College

The President is not elected by popular vote, but rather the Electoral College. This 
is the final stage of the process and occurs when electors from each state meet 
in their respective state capitals on the Monday after the second Wednesday in 
December. They send their results to the Vice President, who counts the votes and 
makes an announcement in a joint session of Congress in early January. Rogue or 
faithless electors can vote for a candidate other than the one who won the popular 
vote in their state, but this is relatively rare and has never undermined the final 
result. 
In the Electoral College, each state is awarded a certain number of EC votes. The 
number is equal to the state’s representation in Congress (number of senators + 
number of House representatives). In 2020, California had 55 EC votes (2+53) whilst 
Wyoming had 3 EC votes (2+1). There are 538 EC votes and a candidate must reach 
270 to win. It is possible for a draw to occur in the Electoral College, although it has 
never happened. In such a scenario, the House would elect the President whilst the 
Senate would elect the Vice President. 


