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Independent voters, the economy, and candidate quality will all be crucial factors.

What Will Decide the Midterms

By Karl Rove

Republicans have received good news in recent months about next year’s midterms. They’re raising more money than
Democrats. The Senate map favors the GOP. There are 13 Democratic representatives in districts that Donald Trump
carried and only three Republicans in districts that Kamala Harris carried. And Gov. Greg Abbott signed a middecade
congressional redistricting plan that could produce a three- to fivesseat GOP pickup in Texas.

A new study from L2, a nonpartisan data firm, analyzes the 30 states that register voters by party. It shows fewer
n‘theré were on Election Day 2020. In eight states,
both parties’ registration totals declined, but Repubhcans dropped Ii ‘”S than Democrats. The combined swing to the GOP
in all 30 states was 4.5 million voters. .

Still, it’s far too early for Republicans to count'ona 2026 Vlctory

First, the number of voters who don’t 1dent1fy w1th elther rty is large and in many states growing faster than either

party.

Take North Carolina, a premdenﬂ battleground and site of a key Senate race next year. Since the 2020 election, the
number of Democratic registrants has dropped 310,917 to 2,312,083 while Republican registrations grew 65,370 to
2,296,926. But the number of unaffiliated voters today is 2,913,477, up 461,477 in five years. Neither party can win
North Carolina merely by maximizing turnout among its base. The victor needs a substantial share of unaffiliated voters
as well. a2\,

The focus on independents is even more important for Republicans in Maine’s high-profile Senate race. There were
357,063 registered Democrats in 2024. Republican registrations were 310,267, trailed by 309,686 unaffiliated voters.
The GOP can hold on to its only New England Senate seat by doing extremely well with independents and soft
Democrats. Incumbent Susan Collins has a track record of doing that.

The other 28 states in the L2 study show a similar pattern: Republicans up, Democrats down, and unaffiliated or
independent registrations either up or, in a few cases, not declining as fast as the major parties. It’s reasonable to assume
there’s a similar pattern in the 20 states that don’t register by party. The elections there will also hinge on how each
party fares with independents.

The quality of each party’s candidates and how voters perceive them will also be important. Even marquee candi--dates
with glowing résumés can turn out to be duds on the campaign trail. It’s too soon to make confident judgments about
each party’s stable of candidates, especially the neophytes.

Then there’s the economy. It’s likely to be the dominant issue for voters. That should concern Republicans. A new Wall
Street Journal/National

Opinion Research Center poll shows eir circ ances and pessimistic about the future, There’s
time to turn those attitudes around—think the 1983 economy followed by Ronald Reagan’s 1984 re-election—but it’1l

take a lot more than happy talk. People must see positive results when they shop, fuel up their cars, deposit paychecks
and glance at their retirement accounts.

Presidential approval ratings will also be important. Gallup pegs Mr. Trump’s approval at 40%, the lowest at this point
of the seven twoterm presidents since 1960. He has time to improve his standing; doing so is essential to the GOP



keeping the House.

The “diploma divide” will also have a large impact. College- educated voters turn out more heavily than noncollege
voters. Increasingly, collegeeducated voters are Democrats, noncollege voters Repubhcans Precisely how big an effect
this differential will have is anybody’s guess. . )

There’s also the enthusiasm gap. Today, 72% of Democrats say they’re “extremely moti{?eted” to vote next year,
compared with 50% of Republicans. This measure moves around a lot—67% of Repubhcans were extremely motivated
last fall, compared with 62% of Democrats— but even small differences between the_ parties matter in our polarized
politics. f

Finally, there’s history. Since World War II, the party holding the Whlte House has gained House seats in only two
elections—1998 and 2002.

Will Republicans match that feat in 2026? It isn’t impossible. It helps,that the Democratic Party is as weak as it has been
in a half-century. But we live in an age in which incumbent parties around the world are the target of voters’ wrath.
Republicans still have to convince voters not to vote against them next year

Mpr. Rove was senior adviser and deputy chief of staff. for Preszdent George W Bush and is author of “The Triumph of
William McKinley” (Simon & Schuster, 2015). . . 2 O
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