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Executive Summary

Critical timing correction. The 2026 U.S. midterm general election is scheduled for November 3, 2026. It has not yet
occurred as of this report’s cutoff. Therefore, this report does not invent “2026 results.” It treats the midterms as a
pending test and analyzes the current congressional balance, polling environment, primary signals, and conditional
implications for 2028. [4][5][6]

The 2028 presidential election is best understood not as a binary contest between a “progressive” party and a “conservative”
party, but as an integrated victory system. Each party must align a nominee, a coalition, a household-economy argument, a
cultural and institutional frame, a media distribution system, a field and turnout operation, a fundraising architecture, and a state-
by-state Electoral College map. The two parties enter this long cycle with different but offsetting strengths. Republicans hold the
presidency and begin from the 312-electoral-vote map Donald Trump won in 2024; Democrats begin from a 226-vote Harris
map but can reach 270 by recovering Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Wisconsin alone. [7]

The central Democratic problem is coalition repair without coalition substitution. In 2024, Democrats retained strong support
among college graduates, many suburban voters, women, Black voters, Asian voters, and younger voters, but their margins
narrowed among several historically Democratic constituencies, especially Hispanic voters, younger men, some Black men, and
non-college voters. Pew’s validated-voter study found Trump nearly tied Harris among Hispanic voters (48%-51%), increased his
Black share to 15%, reached 40% among Asian voters, and won non-college voters by 14 points, while college graduates favored
Harris by 16 points. [12][14] A Democratic Theory of Victory therefore requires recovering enough working-class and non-
college support - especially in the Great Lakes - while preserving the high-education suburban and abortion-rights coalition that
has become increasingly important to the party.

The central Republican problem is succession: can the party reproduce the Trump coalition when Trump is no longer the
nominee? Trump’s 2024 coalition was more racially diverse than his previous coalitions, and voters who were eligible but had
not voted in 2020 favored him 54%-42% in 2024. [12][13] This gives Republicans a plausible low-propensity-voter growth
model. But Trump’s personal celebrity, communication style, conflict politics, and ability to turn sporadic voters into participants
may not be transferable. In New Hampshire polling, two-thirds of likely Republican primary voters said they wanted the 2028
nominee to build on Trump’s presidency, but fewer than half said a Trump endorsement would make them more likely to support
a candidate - evidence that “Trumpism without Trump” may be more about inheritance of a governing and cultural project than
simple endorsement transfer. [11]

Economics is likely to remain the cross-cutting issue. As of the cutoff, July CPIl inflation was 3.4% year over year, unemployment
4.1%, July payrolls declined by 23,000, Q2 real GDP grew at a 1.5% annual rate, and the Federal Reserve’s target range was
3.50%-3.75%. [171[18][19][20] These figures do not describe a conventional deep recession, but they create a politically difficult
mix: modest growth, weak job momentum, elevated inflation, energy-price pressure, housing and borrowing costs, and
continued household sensitivity to grocery, healthcare and transportation prices. The likely campaign question is therefore less
“Is GDP growing?” than “Is my own life becoming more affordable and secure?”

No major or “noteworthy” candidate had formally launched a 2028 campaign as of August 2026, so candidate discussion in this
report is explicitly prospective. [10] Emerson’s July national test placed Pete Buttigieg at 19% and Gavin Newsom at 17% on the
Democratic side, with Jon Ossoff and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez at 13% each; Republicans were almost evenly divided between
JD Vance at 39% and Marco Rubio at 38%. These are early preference snapshots, not nomination forecasts. [9]

Major conclusion Assessment Confidence
Democratic coalition problem Recover enough working-class/non-college High
support without losing college-educated
suburban, women, and rights-focused voters.

Republican succession problem Reproduce Trump-era low-propensity and High
working-class turnout while limiting backlash
and dependence on Trump’s unique persona.

Most plausible Democratic map Hold the 2024 Democratic states and flip PA + High (arithmetic); Medium (politics)
MI + WI = 270.
Most plausible Republican map Defend the core 2024 Trump map; the 312 High (arithmetic); Medium (politics)

baseline provides several losing-state
combinations that still exceed 270.

Turnout vs. persuasion Likely a hybrid: base turnout remains essential, Medium-High
but recent cross-group movement increases the
value of persuasion among working-class,
younger, Hispanic, Black male, and independent
voters.
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Major conclusion

Assessment

Confidence

Overall structural advantage

No durable winner can be identified more than
two years out, before the midterms, nominees,
and future economic/security shocks.
Republicans have map and incumbency assets;
Democrats currently benefit from anti-
incumbent economic/political conditions.

High

1. Method, Evidence Rules, and Status Labels

This report applies five status labels. CONFIRMED FACT means verified public information as of August 13, 2026. CURRENT

TREND means a pattern supported by recent polling, election data, or multiple observations but still reversible. REASONABLE
INFERENCE means an analytical conclusion derived from evidence without claiming certainty. SCENARIO means a conditional
future environment. FORECAST means a probabilistic judgment; forecasts are used sparingly because no major candidates are
declared and the 2026 midterms remain ahead.

Confirmed facts receive priority from official sources: FEC, Census Bureau, BLS, BEA, Federal Reserve, CBO, White House,

Congress, and party committees.

Electoral and demographic interpretation relies heavily on the FEC 2024 result, Pew Research Center validated-voter data,
Census turnout data, CIRCLE youth analysis, and reputable polling.
Current political context is cross-checked through Reuters and AP. Party claims are treated as party positions, not neutral

facts.

An early 2028 poll is evidence about the present party electorate, not about who will win a nomination twenty months later.
Electoral College paths use the same 538-vote allocation in force for 2024. They are arithmetic scenarios, not polling-based

forecasts.

Confidence scale. High = robust arithmetic or multiple strong sources; Medium = meaningful evidence but important
unknowns; Low = highly candidate- or shock-dependent.

2. As-of Snapshot: August 13, 2026

Variable

Confirmed status / current reading

Strategic implication

President / Vice President

Donald J. Trump / JD Vance. [1]

The 2028 election will be an open-seat
succession contest under the Twenty-Second
Amendment, assuming normal constitutional
continuity. The incumbent administration’s
record will frame the environment.

DNC leadership

Ken Martin, Chair. [2]

Democrats face a leadership/fundraising test
before 2028; the midterms can strengthen or
destabilize the current party architecture.

RNC leadership

Joe Gruters, Chair; KC Crosbie, Co-Chair. [3]

The national committee is closely aligned with
the governing party and currently has a large
cash advantage.

House 218 Republicans, 212 Democrats, 1 Control is narrow; 2026 can materially reshape
Independent, 4 vacancies. [5] the “change vs continuity” narrative.
Senate 53 Republicans, 45 Democrats, 2 Independents. | Republicans have a clearer current majority, but

(6]

2026 Senate outcomes will affect perceived
governing strength.

2026 midterms

Not yet held; federal general election Nov. 3,
2026. [4]

Any 2028 analysis must branch on the midterm
outcome rather than backfill results.

Major 2028 declarations

No noteworthy presidential campaign
announcement identified as of Aug. 2026. [10]

All named figures in this report are potential
candidates unless and until they declare.

July 2026 generic ballot

Emerson: Democrats 53%-42% among likely
voters; Reuters/Ipsos: Democrats 42%-37%
among registered voters. [9][24]

Current national mood is unfavorable to the
governing party, but neither result is a 2028
presidential forecast.

Top issues, Emerson July

Threats to democracy 28%; economy 27%;
immigration 16%; healthcare 13%. [9]

The electorate is multidimensional: economic
and institutional concerns coexist.

Party committee cash

DNC $16.3m cash / $18.5m debt; RNC $128.5m
cash / no reported debt, through Jun. 30, 2026.
[22][23]

A significant current RNC resource advantage,
but presidential-cycle fundraising can change
rapidly.
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Economic Checkpoint - August 13, 2026

CPI Core CPI Unemployment
+3.4% yly +2.5% yly 4.1%
July 2026 July 2026 July 2026
Payrolls Real GDP Fed funds
-23,000 +1.5% SAAR 3.50%-3.75%
July 2026 Q2 2026 July 29, 2026

Figure 1. Economic checkpoint. Sources: BLS, BEA, Federal Reserve. [17][18][19][20]

3. Structural Environment of the 2028 Election

3.1 The 2024 legacy: a Republican map with Democratic recovery routes

The official 2024 result was 312 electoral votes for Trump and 226 for Harris. Trump carried all seven states that form the core
2028 battleground universe in this report: Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, Arizona, Nevada, Georgia, and North Carolina. [7]
The result gave Republicans a geographically broad coalition, but several decisive states were close. Using the official candidate
vote totals and a two-party denominator, Trump’s margin was approximately +0.9 points in Wisconsin, +1.4 in Michigan, +1.7 in
Pennsylvania, +2.2 in Georgia, +3.2 in Nevada, +3.3 in North Carolina, and +5.6 in Arizona. The Democratic “Blue Wall” is
therefore not structurally lost; it is a compact recovery problem. Conversely, Republican strength in Florida and Texas was much
larger, making them defensive rather than first-line swing states under present conditions.
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2024 Baseline: Selected Battleground and Frontier States

+13.9

+13.2

-5.0 -2.5 0.0 2.5 5.0 7.5 10.0 12.5
2024 two-party margin: Trump + / Harris - (percentage points)

Figure 2. Selected 2024 two-party margins calculated from official FEC vote totals. [7]

3.2 The 2026 midterms: pending, but strategically decisive

Because the midterms have not yet occurred, their 2028 legacy is unknown. Current evidence nevertheless establishes the
environment. The House is narrowly Republican, the Senate is 53-45-2 Republican/ Democratic/Independent, and recent
national polling shows an anti-incumbent tilt. Reuters/Ipsos in early August found Democrats ahead 42%-37% on the
congressional ballot and, unusually, ahead 37%-36% on which party has the better economic approach; Trump’s approval in that
poll was 35%. [24] Emerson’s July likely-voter survey showed a larger 53%-42% Democratic generic lead. [9] The size of these
leads differs by method and population, but the direction is similar.

Conditional 2028 branches. If Republicans hold Congress or limit losses, the party can argue that the Trump governing
coalition survived a difficult midterm. If Democrats win the House and/or Senate, they can claim a referendum against the
administration and gain recruitment, fundraising, and message-testing advantages. A sweeping Democratic midterm win
would strengthen “change” politics; a GOP overperformance would strengthen the case for continuity and Trump-
coalition durability.

3.3 Incumbency and demand for change

The 2028 Republican nominee will not be an incumbent president, but will likely carry much of the incumbent administration’s
policy ownership. That creates a hybrid condition: the GOP can campaign on continuity in areas voters approve while attempting
to present a new personal style or generation. Democrats will almost certainly be the formal opposition party, but “change” can
work only if the nominee looks materially different from the coalition and governing style that lost in 2024. Thus both parties
may compete to own change: Republicans through generational succession; Democrats through restoration, reform,
affordability, and institutional correction.

3.4 Economy and the “personal economy” test

The economic baseline is neither an obvious boom nor a classic recession. Q2 real GDP grew 1.5% annualized; July
unemployment was 4.1%; nonfarm payrolls fell 23,000; CPI inflation was 3.4% and core CPI 2.5%; the Fed maintained a 3.50%-
3.75% target range. [17][18][19][20] Energy inflation was particularly elevated, and CBO projects a $1.9 trillion FY2026 deficit
and debt held by the public at 101% of GDP. [17][21] The electoral meaning is that statistical growth can coexist with
dissatisfaction if rent, mortgage rates, insurance, groceries, healthcare, gasoline, or job security dominate household attention.

For both parties, the strategic unit of economic communication is therefore likely to be the household budget rather than GDP.
Democrats will seek to separate middle-class costs from aggregate growth and target market concentration, healthcare, housing,
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wages, and tax incidence. Republicans will seek to defend growth, taxes, deregulation, energy supply, manufacturing, and trade
nationalism while arguing that shocks are temporary or attributable to inherited/global constraints. Both face credibility tests:
the governing party owns current outcomes; the opposition must show that its alternatives are concrete rather than symbolic.

3.5 Immigration, border security, crime, healthcare, abortion, education and culture

Immigration remains a high-salience issue - 20% named it the country’s top problem in Gallup’s February 2026 measure, while
Emerson’s July poll placed it third behind democracy and the economy. [16][9] Yet public opinion is not reducible to “open vs
closed borders”: Gallup reported in July 2026 that nearly three in four adults still viewed immigration as a good thing, with large
partisan differences. [31] This creates room for a cross-pressured median position: stronger border and enforcement credibility
alongside legal immigration, due process, and economic integration.

Abortion is structurally different because it is both a rights issue and a mobilization issue. Democrats can use it to sustain turnout
among women, younger voters, and suburban college-educated voters, especially where state policy creates concrete stakes.
Republicans must reconcile social-conservative and religious constituencies with the risk that maximal restrictions create
suburban and independent-voter backlash. Similar two-level tensions exist on LGBTQ issues, race, school policy, guns, religion,
crime, and national identity: positions that intensify primary participation can narrow general-election persuasion space.

3.6 Democracy, constitutional order, Supreme Court, technology and Al

Emerson’s July 2026 survey found “threats to democracy” narrowly ahead of the economy as the top issue, a sign that
institutional concerns can become first-order rather than secondary. [9] The strategic competition will likely involve competing
definitions of democracy: electoral legitimacy, executive power, judicial authority, due process, protest, federalism, and
institutional trust. Supreme Court decisions between now and 2028 could abruptly elevate abortion, executive authority, voting
rules, guns, regulation, or social policy.

Al will operate at two levels. Substantively, voters will judge job displacement, data centers, energy demand, privacy,
competition, national security, and technology leadership. Operationally, campaigns will use Al for creative testing, translation,
fundraising optimization, opposition research triage, voter contact, and rapid response. The same technologies will lower the
cost of deepfakes, synthetic audio, impersonation, and high-volume misinformation. The advantage will not necessarily belong to
the party with the most Al tools, but to the organization with the best verification, speed, trust, and legal/compliance controls.

3.7 International environment

The international environment is unusually unstable at the cutoff. Reuters reports that the U.S.-Iran conflict that began with
U.S.-Israeli strikes on February 28, 2026 has disrupted the Strait of Hormuz and that an interim ceasefire later unraveled; Russia
continues fighting in Ukraine while waiting for new U.S. proposals; and Washington and Beijing continue negotiating selected
tariff reductions after a broader trade conflict. [27][28][29] These developments may look very different by 2028. Their electoral
importance will flow through casualties, energy prices, inflation, perceptions of strength or restraint, alliance management, and
whether voters see foreign commitments as protecting or diverting resources from domestic priorities.

4. Expected Democratic Strategy

4.1 Coalition diagnosis

The Democratic strategic problem is not simply to “turn out the base.” The 2024 electorate shows that the composition and
margins of the base changed. Pew found Harris won college graduates by 16 points while Trump won non-college voters by 14;
men favored Trump by 12 points while women favored Harris by seven; Trump reached 48% among Hispanic voters, 15%
among Black voters, and 40% among Asian voters. [14][12] CIRCLE found Harris won voters ages 18-29 by only four points,
compared with Biden’s 25-point youth margin in 2020. [15] These are coalition rebalancing signals, not proof of permanent
realignment.

Segment

2024 signal

Democratic 2028 objective

Primary mechanism

White working class / non-college

Trump advantage; education
cleavage widened. [14]

Reduce margins, especially in
PA/MI/WI small cities, exurbs,
union and industrial communities.

Affordability, wages, healthcare,
manufacturing, anti-concentration;
candidate cultural fit.

College-educated suburban

Harris strong among college
graduates. [14]

Retain without assuming automatic
loyalty.

Abortion rights, institutional
stability, competence, gun safety,
schools, cost of living.

Black voters

Harris still dominant; Trump 15%,
including 21% of Black men. [14]

Restore margin and turnout,
especially younger men.

Jobs/wealth, healthcare, criminal
justice credibility, entrepreneurship,
local messengers.
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Segment

2024 signal

Democratic 2028 objective

Primary mechanism

Hispanic voters

Harris 51%, Trump 48%. [12]

Rebuild advantage without treating
Latinos as a monolith.

Household economics, border/legal
immigration distinction, small
business, regional segmentation.

Asian American voters

Harris 57%, Trump 40%. [12]

Protect majority and expand among
suburban/professional and
immigrant communities.

Education, entrepreneurship,
safety, immigration, foreign-policy
nuance.

Young voters

Harris +4 among 18-29, far below
2020 Democratic margin. [15]

Increase persuasion and turnout,
especially young men and non-
college youth.

Housing, wages, debt, Al/jobs,
creator media, authenticity.

chase ideological conversion.

Women Harris +7 overall. [14] Maintain advantage and raise Abortion, healthcare, childcare,
salience where rights are at stake. costs, safety.
Independents Highly cross-pressured. Win a modest margin rather than Competence, anti-corruption,

affordability, moderation in tone.

4.2 Blue Wall vs. Sun Belt
The cleanest Democratic path is the Blue Wall: Pennsylvania (19), Michigan (15), and Wisconsin (10) added to the 226-vote

2024 Democratic map produce exactly 270. This arithmetic creates a strong incentive to build the campaign around Great Lakes
economics, union and working-class recovery, suburban retention, and turnout in Philadelphia/Pittsburgh, Detroit/Ann Arbor,
Milwaukee/Madison and their surrounding regions. The Sun Belt remains strategically important, but a pure Sun Belt recovery
requires more states: Georgia + North Carolina + Arizona + Nevada would yield 275 if every 2024 Democratic state is held. The
strongest architecture is therefore not “Blue Wall or Sun Belt” but Blue Wall first, Sun Belt redundancy second.

A hybrid path is also plausible: Pennsylvania + Michigan + North Carolina would produce 276. This combination illustrates why

North Carolina may be the most strategically useful expansion target: it can substitute for Wisconsin and provides a bridge
between the Great Lakes and fast-growing Sun Belt. Arizona, Georgia, and Nevada remain essential insurance if one or more
northern states move away from Democrats.

4.3 Intraparty coalition: progressives, moderates, economic populists, institutional liberals

The 2026 primary season is showing genuine ideological competition. Reuters reported progressive victories including Abdul EI-
Sayed’s Michigan Senate primary win, while AP describes Democratic voters as sending mixed signals by backing both
progressive and moderate candidates. [26][25] The party’s 2028 nomination contest is likely to revolve less around a single left-
right axis than around four overlapping styles: progressive movement politics, managerial/moderate competence, economic
populism, and institutional liberalism focused on democracy and rights.

A potential synthesis exists because many economic-populist policies can poll better than ideological labels. The nomination risk
is that a candidate wins by maximizing activist enthusiasm on cultural or ideological cues that are harder to translate to
independents. The opposite risk is that a managerial candidate suppresses base enthusiasm or appears to offer restoration
without material economic change. A broadly viable Democratic message would therefore have to connect rights and
institutions to everyday material outcomes rather than running two disconnected campaigns.

4.4 Message architecture

Message family

Strategic strength

Strategic weakness / risk

Affordability / middle-class economics

Universal; directly addresses household
experience; works across race and education.

Requires specific causal story and credible
policy; governing records can be attacked.

Wages / labor / manufacturing

Can narrow non-college deficit and reinforce
union geography in Blue Wall.

Protectionism and industrial subsidies can raise
cost or regional tradeoffs.

Healthcare / Social Security / Medicare

High personal relevance, especially older and
working-class voters.

Policy detail can become complex; Republicans
can counter with tax/spending frames.

Abortion rights

Strong turnout and persuasion potential among
women/suburban voters.

If it crowds out economic content, may not
repair working-class male weakness.

Democracy / anti-corruption

Can unify institutional liberals and anti-Trump
independents.

Abstract unless tied to concrete abuse,
pocketbook corruption, or constitutional stakes.

Economic populism

Connects concentrated power to prices, wages,
housing and healthcare.

“Socialist” or anti-business framing can repel
some independents unless carefully defined.

Competence / normalcy

Useful after instability or crisis.

Can look like status-quo restoration if voters
demand structural change.
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5. Expected Republican Strategy

5.1 Preserve and expand the Trump coalition

The most important Republican asset is the 2024 coalition itself. Trump won 312 electoral votes and expanded the GOP’s reach
among Hispanic, Black, Asian, younger, and infrequent voters while retaining overwhelming support among white evangelical
Protestants and strong support among rural and non-college voters. [7][12][14] The 2028 problem is whether these gains reflect

a durable party realignment, Trump-specific turnout, or both.

Pew's turnout analysis is especially important: among people eligible in 2020 who did not vote that year but voted in 2024,
Trump led 54%-42%. [13] This means the Republican voter universe now includes a meaningful low-propensity component. A
2028 GOP field operation is therefore likely to invest heavily in registration, early-vote conversion, ballot chasing, digital
persuasion, influencer networks, and direct-contact systems designed for people who do not behave like habitual midterm

voters.

5.2 Internal Republican factions

Faction / tendency

Core emphasis

Potential 2028 contribution

Potential tension

MAGA / Trump loyalism

conflict, immigration, culture,
executive strength.

Personal loyalty, anti-establishment

Base energy, earned media, low-
propensity turnout.

May resist stylistic moderation or
policy deviation.

America First / economic
nationalism

Tariffs, industrial policy,
immigration restriction, China
competition, selective foreign
engagement.

Working-class appeal and policy
continuity.

Trade costs and business-sector
conflict; foreign-policy ambiguity.

Traditional conservatism

defense, constitutionalism.

Taxes, deregulation, fiscal restraint,

Donor/business credibility and
suburban Republicans.

Tension with tariffs, deficits,
populist economics.

Religious conservatism

education.

Abortion, family, religious liberty,

High-propensity grassroots and
evangelical turnout.

Maximal social positions can create
swing-voter backlash.

Technology-oriented right

anti-bureaucracy.

Al, crypto, deregulation, innovation,

Capital, creators, younger male
networks, policy modernization.

Tension with populist antitrust,
labor and tech-skeptic MAGA
voters.

Pro-business establishment

Growth, markets, predictable
governance, global
competitiveness.

Fundraising and competence signal.

Can look like pre-Trump restoration
to populist voters.

5.3 Republican message architecture

A plausible Republican general-election message would integrate border control, household costs, energy abundance, tax
restraint, deregulation, crime/public order, nationalism, trade leverage, and China competition. The party’s challenge is issue
ownership under incumbency: it cannot run entirely as an insurgent against a system it controls. Therefore, anti-establishment
politics may shift from “Washington vs Trump” to “bureaucracy/courts/media/global institutions vs the elected governing
mandate,” while the nominee simultaneously claims competence and continuity.

On economics, Republicans can argue that taxes, regulation, domestic energy and manufacturing are the route to higher real
incomes. Tariffs are more complicated: they fit economic nationalism and China competition, but can be blamed for prices or
supply-chain costs. CBO’s 2026 outlook estimates higher tariffs reduce federal deficits but also notes macroeconomic effects;
the political argument will be about incidence - who pays and who gains - rather than the accounting revenue alone. [21]

6. Trumpism Without Trump

This is the central Republican succession problem and a major variable for the entire election. Trump cannot simply be treated as
a transferable brand. His coalition combines policy preferences, identity, media habits, personal loyalty, conflict orientation,
distrust of institutions, and low-propensity voters. A successor can inherit some components while losing others.

Scenario

Description

Potential advantage

Principal risk

Confidence

Full inheritance

Nominee embraces Trump’s
policies, brand, grievance
structure, communication
style, personnel networks,
and explicit endorsement.

Maximum continuity and
base enthusiasm; simplest
message.

turnout power.

May reproduce the same
ceiling among anti-Trump
independents and college-
educated suburbs while
lacking Trump’s personal

Medium
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Scenario

Description

Potential advantage

Principal risk

Confidence

Selective inheritance

Keep border, nationalism,
trade/China, judicial and
cultural themes, but use
more disciplined rhetoric
and managerial
presentation.

Could preserve coalition
while improving general-
election acceptability.

Base may interpret stylistic
or policy changes as retreat;
authenticity problem.

Medium-High

Post-Trump reconstruction

Recenter GOP around
conservative governance,
growth, technology,
federalism and a less

Potential to rebuild
professional/suburban
support and reduce
polarization.

Could demobilize Trump-
loyal and low-propensity
voters; primary path may be
difficult.

Low-Medium

personalized movement.
The July 2026 Republican nomination test illustrates the succession contest: Vance 39% and Rubio 38%, with DeSantis and
Donald Trump Jr. at 5% each. [9] The near tie should not be interpreted as a stable two-person race; it does show that
Republican voters can currently distribute support between candidates representing different mixtures of MAGA continuity,
institutional experience, and foreign-policy/economic emphasis. UNH'’s finding that two-thirds want the nominee to build on
Trump’s presidency reinforces continuity, while the weaker effect of a Trump endorsement suggests room for candidate-specific
judgment. [11]

Emerson National Poll, July 19-20, 2026: Potential Republican Field

JD Vance 39
Marco Rubio 38
Ron DeSantis
Donald Trump Jr.
Undecided
(IJ 513 1I0 1’5 2I0 2I5 3IO 3I5 4IO

% of Republican primary voters

Figure 3. Early Republican preference test. All named figures are potential candidates, not declared nominees. [9]

7. Presidential Primary Strategies

7.1 Democratic calendar and electorate

As of the cutoff, the DNC Rules and Bylaws Committee had proposed an early window of South Carolina (Jan. 22, 2028), Nevada
(Feb. 1), New Hampshire (Feb. 8), New Mexico (Feb. 15), Michigan (Feb. 22), and Virginia (Feb. 29), subject to a full DNC vote
during the August 13-15, 2026 summer meeting. [25][30] AP reported that the party was gathering to finalize the calendar on
the report date. Because that vote was still pending at the cutoff, this report treats the sequence as proposed, not final. [25]

The proposed order would test several distinct competencies early: Black-voter appeal in South Carolina; Latino, union and
service-sector organization in Nevada; retail politics and independent-minded voters in New Hampshire; Latino and Native
communities in New Mexico; a core industrial battleground in Michigan; and a professional/suburban and diverse electorate in
Virginia. It reduces lowa’s Democratic role and makes general-election-relevant diversity a design feature rather than a late-
stage test.

7.2 Republican calendar

Republicans had not finalized their 2028 calendar as of the cutoff. AP reported that the GOP was expected to retain a more
traditional early-state lineup led by lowa and New Hampshire. [25] That would favor candidates able to combine
evangelical/organizational strength in lowa, retail politics in New Hampshire, and Southern conservative support in subsequent
states. The exact rules, delegate allocation, and calendar remain unresolved and should not be treated as final.
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7.3 Nomination-general election conflict

The nomination and general election reward different behaviors. Democratic primary candidates may gain from sharper
ideological differentiation on healthcare, taxation, abortion, climate, labor or Gaza/Middle East issues, but general-election
persuasion in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Georgia or Arizona can reward coalition breadth and cultural moderation. Republican
primary candidates may gain from maximal continuity with Trump on immigration, executive power, trade and cultural conflict,
but the general election may reward a less polarizing style among college-educated suburbs and independents.

e Endorsements: more valuable as signals to activists and donor networks than as direct vote transfers, especially this early.

e Donor networks and Super PACs: can keep candidates alive through expensive multi-state phases, but cannot substitute for
organic support.

e  Grassroots / small-dollar fundraising: signals intensity and builds repeat-contact lists; it also rewards polarizing moments.

e Debates: still matter for elite coordination and moments of collapse, but their audience is increasingly fragmented.

e  Earned media: more decentralized than past cycles; podcasts, creator clips, memes and controversy can produce more reach
than cable-news hits.

e  Organization: early-state caucus/primary rules still make field, ballot access, delegate compliance and voter contact decisive
beneath national polling.

Emerson National Poll, July 19-20, 2026: Potential Democratic Field

Buttigieg 19
Newsom
Ossoff
Ocasio-Cortez
Harris
Beshear
Shapiro
Pritzker

Undecided

0.0 2.5 5.0 7.5 10.0 12.5 15.0 17.5
% of Democratic primary voters

Figure 4. Early Democratic preference test. The field is fluid and no noteworthy candidate had declared. [9][10]

8. Electoral College Strategy: The 270-Vote System

The safest way to analyze 2028 is to treat state categories as a working strategic map rather than a forecast. Candidate identity,
the 2026 midterms, state-level economic conditions, demographic change and future shocks can move states materially. The
categories below are therefore planning tiers based on the 2024 result and recent structural patterns, not a probability model.

Tier Democratic-side states Republican-side states Core interpretation

Safe / strong lean CA, NY, IL, MD, MA, WA, NJ, CT, FL, TX, OH, IA and most These form the baseline map;
OR, CO, HI, VT, RI, DC, DE and Plains/Mountain/South states in campaigns spend mostly for
other 2024 D states with the 2024 R coalition. fundraising, turnout spillover, or
substantial margins. Senate/House reasons.

Lean / watch Virginia, Minnesota, New Florida and Texas are “watch” only Frontier states can become
Hampshire, New Mexico, Maine under a large national shift; NE/ME | competitive under unusually
statewide. districts remain individually favorable conditions.

relevant.

Core toss-up planning tier Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, | Same seven states. The central 2028 battlefield unless
Arizona, Nevada, Georgia, North the national environment is
Carolina. unusually lopsided.
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lllustrative Paths to 270 (2024 Electoral-Vote Allocation)

Democratic Blue Wall 226 baseline + PA 19 + MI 15 + WI 10 270
Democratic Sun Belt 226 + GA16 + NC16 + AZ 11 + NV 6 275
Democratic Hybrid 226 + PA19 + MI 15 + NC 16 276
Republican Hold 2024 Retain 2024 Trump map 312
Republican Lose AZ/NV/GA 312-11-6-16 279
Republican Lose PA/MI 312-19-15 278

These are arithmetic pathways, not forecasts. They assume the 2024 allocation and all unlisted baseline states remain unchanged.

Figure 5. lllustrative Electoral College pathways. These are arithmetic scenarios, not forecasts.

8.1 Three realistic Democratic paths

1. Blue Wall path: hold the 226 electoral votes won by Harris in 2024 and flip Pennsylvania (19), Michigan (15), and Wisconsin
(10). Total: 270. This is the minimum-state recovery path and makes Great Lakes coalition repair indispensable.

2. Sun Belt path: hold the 226 baseline and flip Georgia (16), North Carolina (16), Arizona (11), and Nevada (6). Total: 275. This
requires a broader multi-regional coalition but allows a loss of all three Blue Wall states relative to 2024.

3. Hybrid path: hold the 226 baseline and flip Pennsylvania (19), Michigan (15), and North Carolina (16). Total: 276. This
substitutes NC for WI and demonstrates the value of a credible Sun Belt expansion state.

Indispensability is scenario-dependent. Under the simplest Blue Wall path, Pennsylvania is the highest-value single state because
its 19 votes make it the largest of the seven core battlegrounds. But no state is mathematically indispensable across all possible
coalitions. The political concept of “indispensable” therefore means the state that is hardest to replace within a party’s most
plausible coalition, not a state that is literally required under every map.

8.2 Three realistic Republican paths

4. 2024 coalition defense: retain the 312-vote Trump map. This is the straightforward continuity theory and gives the
campaign redundancy.

5. Northern firewall path: lose Arizona, Nevada and Georgia (33 votes) from the 2024 map but retain Pennsylvania, Michigan,
Wisconsin and North Carolina. Total: 279.

6. Sun Belt-plus-Wisconsin path: lose Pennsylvania and Michigan (34 votes) but retain Wisconsin, Arizona, Nevada, Georgia
and North Carolina. Total: 278.

Republicans can therefore lose more than one 2024 battleground and still reach 270. That is a genuine map advantage relative
to the Democratic 226 baseline. But it is not the same as a durable electoral advantage: if the national environment shifts against
the governing party, correlated movement across several battlegrounds can erase redundancy quickly.

8.3 Frontier states

Virginia, New Hampshire and Minnesota are the most plausible Democratic-held frontier states for Republicans because their
2024 Democratic margins were materially smaller than the large blue-state margins. Florida and Texas are much more difficult
Democratic targets because Trump’s 2024 two-party margins were roughly 13 points in each. They could become meaningfully
competitive only under a large national Democratic wave, candidate-specific regional effects, or a longer-run
demographic/coalitional shift. The proper 2028 planning approach is therefore to monitor them as expansion options rather than
budget them as core toss-ups today.
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9. Coalition Strategy by Voter Group

Voter segment

Recent shift / structure

Democratic objective

Republican objective

Persuasion vs turnout

White working-class / non-
college

Trump remains strong; rural
margin widened; non-college
+14 Trump. [14]

Cut losses in Great Lakes and
union/industrial communities.

Hold margins and prevent
economic dissatisfaction from
becoming defection.

Both: persuasion in
union/exurban pockets; turnout
in rural/small-town areas.

College-educated suburban

College graduates +16 Harris.
[14]

Retain and prevent
normalization of GOP successor.

Recover center-right
professionals through style,
taxes, schools, public order.

Persuasion-heavy.

Black voters

Harris 83%, Trump 15%; Black
men 21% Trump. [14]

Restore turnout and margins,
especially younger men.

Build on male/working-class
gains without triggering
backlash.

Turnout + targeted persuasion.

Hispanic/Latino

51 Harris / 48 Trump; major
GOP gain vs 2020. [12]

Rebuild economic trust,
differentiate legal immigration
from border management.

Convert 2024 gains into party
habit, especially men and
working class.

Persuasion-heavy; turnout
varies by region.

Asian American

57 Harris / 40 Trump. [12]

Maintain majority, address
education, safety, small business
and immigration.

Expand among entrepreneurial,
religious and public-safety
oriented voters.

Persuasion.

Younger voters

18-29 Harris +4; young men
much more competitive. [15]

Rebuild advantage through
housing, wages, Al/jobs and
rights.

Sustain gains among young men
and low-propensity voters.

High persuasion + turnout.

Senior voters

Older voters lean GOP more
than younger voters. [14]

Use healthcare, Medicare, Social
Security, prescription-cost
frame.

Defend with retirement security,
taxes, public safety, cultural
stability.

High turnout, moderate
persuasion.

college and under-50 men.

economic identity appeal.

Women Harris +7; gender gap Abortion/healthcare plus Reduce losses through Persuasion + turnout.
substantial. [14] affordability. economy, safety and family-cost
messaging.
Men Trump +12 overall. [14] Reduce deficit, especially non- Maintain advantage; cultural and | Persuasion among

younger/working-class; turnout.

Union households

Geographically important in Blue
Wall and Nevada.

Rebuild labor-class connection
and shop-floor credibility.

Use trade, manufacturing,
energy and nationalism to split
union vote.

Persuasion-heavy.

competence/affordability/rights
voters.

anti-establishment/order/tax
voters.

Evangelical Christians White evangelicals 81% Trump. Limit margins where possible; Maintain turnout and social- Mostly turnout.
[14] focus on healthcare/economic policy trust.
overlap.
Catholics Trump 55%-43% in 2024. [14] Reopen through labor, Consolidate cultural + economic | Persuasion.
immigrant, social-welfare, gains.
abortion-nuance constituencies.
Independents Volatile, weak party attachment. | Win Win Primarily persuasion.

Low-propensity voters

2024 new/returning eligible
voters favored Trump 54%-42%.
[13]

Identify and activate Democratic
drop-off groups, youth and
minority voters.

Replicate 2024 infrequent-voter
success.

Primarily turnout with
persuasion embedded.

9.1 Cross-cutting segmentation beats demographic silos

Race and gender remain important, but the most actionable 2028 segments combine several dimensions. A 28-year-old non-
college Hispanic man in Nevada, a 52-year-old union household in western Pennsylvania, a 40-year-old Asian American
professional mother in northern Virginia, a 65-year-old white evangelical retiree in North Carolina, and a 35-year-old Black
small-business owner in Georgia inhabit different information ecosystems and policy tradeoffs. Campaign analytics should
therefore segment by education, class, income, age, religion, gender, urbanization, region, issue salience, media diet and turnout
propensity - while avoiding the false precision of treating microtargeting as mind-reading.

10. The Economic Messaging Contest: “Is My Life Getting Better?”

Presidential campaigns routinely inherit macro indicators they cannot fully control. Voters, however, encounter the economy
through rent, mortgage payments, gasoline, groceries, health insurance, wages, job security, credit-card rates, childcare and the
price of replacing a car. The 2026 baseline reinforces the distinction: GDP is growing, but inflation remains above the Fed'’s
target and July payroll growth was negative. [17][18][19][20] The party that best translates policy into an intelligible household
balance sheet can outperform the party that merely cites aggregate statistics.

Issue

Likely Democratic frame

Likely Republican frame

Strategic battleground

Inflation / groceries

Competition, supply, wages,
consumer costs; contrast tax
incidence on middle class vs
wealthy.

Energy, regulation, fiscal restraint,
trade leverage; defend record and
blame external shocks.

Older voters, families, working
class.

Housing

Supply, zoning incentives, first-time
buyers, rent burden, construction
finance.

Deregulation, land/supply, interest-
rate normalization, local control.

Young voters, suburbs, fast-growth
metros.
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top-end/corporate contributions.

increases, investment incentives.

Issue Likely Democratic frame Likely Republican frame Strategic battleground

Wages / jobs Worker bargaining power, Tax cuts, deregulation, reshoring, Blue Wall, Hispanic/Black working
manufacturing, healthcare, energy, tariffs, entrepreneurship. class, non-college men.
infrastructure, anti-monopoly.

Healthcare Premiums, prescription drugs, Competition, consumer choice, Seniors, women, lower/middle
Medicaid/ACA protection. deregulation, spending control. income.

Taxes Middle-class relief funded by higher | Extend/lower taxes, oppose tax Suburbs, small business, seniors.

Tariffs / trade

Attack consumer-price effects while
selectively defending industrial
policy.

Economic nationalism, China
leverage, reshoring, strategic
industries.

Industrial Midwest, farmers, import-
dependent businesses.

Inequality / mobility

Concentration,
housing/education/health barriers,
wealth creation.

Growth, ownership, deregulation,
anti-elite populism.

Younger and working-class voters.

The strongest economic narratives will likely be causal, not statistical: “what made your costs rise, who benefits, and what would
change them?” Both parties face a risk of overclaiming causal control over global energy and interest rates. Credibility will be
shaped by whether voters can connect proposals to lived experience within a presidential term.

11. Cultural, Social, and Identity Politics

student opportunity.

choice, standards.

Issue Democratic strategic opportunity Republican strategic opportunity Backlash risk
Immigration Pair border credibility with legal Enforcement, sovereignty, wages, Overreach can alienate naturalized,
immigration, due process and crime/security, executive action. Hispanic, Asian and suburban
family/economic arguments. voters; perceived laxity can alienate
working class.
Abortion Rights, state-level consequences, Federalism, limits, religious/moral Maximal positions can mobilize the
healthcare access. values, family policy. opposing side.
LGBTQ / gender Rights, anti-discrimination, privacy, | Parents, schools, sports, sex-based Highly salient activist language can
tolerance. rules, religious liberty. exceed median voter comfort on
either side.
Race Equal opportunity, voting rights, Colorblind law, anti-DEI, public Abstract ideological framing can
anti-discrimination, wealth gaps. order, merit. overshadow material concerns.
Education Funding, teachers, affordability, Parental rights, curriculum, school Local heterogeneity makes national

slogans brittle.

Crime / guns

Gun safety, prevention, accountable
policing.

Public order, prosecution, gun
rights, local control.

Urban crime can hurt Democrats;
mass shootings/restrictions can
hurt Republicans.

Religion / patriotism

Pluralism, constitutional rights, civic
patriotism.

Religious liberty, traditional identity,
national pride.

Exclusionary or dismissive rhetoric
can activate opposition.

National identity

Inclusive citizenship and democratic
institutions.

Borders, sovereignty, historical
identity, strength.

Zero-sum identity politics can repel
independents.

12. Political Communication and the Fragmented Media System

By 2028, campaign communication will be a portfolio rather than a television plan. Television remains valuable for older, high-
propensity voters and local battleground reach, but campaigns must also distribute through YouTube, the dominant short-form
video platforms of the time, Instagram, X or successor platforms, podcasts, independent media, streaming services, search, email,
SMS, creators, memes and Al-assisted content. The key operational distinction is between paid reach, earned reach, owned
audience, and networked amplification.

Channel

Strategic function

Primary advantage

Primary risk

Broadcast/cable TV

Mass persuasion, older voters, rapid
saturation.

Reach and message control.

Cost, fragmentation, declining
attention.

YouTube / streaming

Long- and short-form video with
targeting.

Searchable, shareable, measurable.

Ad avoidance and algorithm
dependence.

Short-form video

Attention, cultural relevance, rapid
response.

High velocity among younger
audiences.

Context collapse, platform volatility.

Podcasts

Long-form trust and candidate
personality.

Depth, parasocial connection, low
gatekeeping.

Unforced errors; host/audience
ideological skew.

Creators / influencers

Borrowed trust in niche
communities.

Authenticity and segmented reach.

Disclosure, message discipline,
scandal transfer.

Email / SMS

Fundraising, turnout, owned list.

Direct, measurable, repeatable.

Fatigue and spam regulation.
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Channel

Strategic function

Primary advantage

Primary risk

Search
seeking.

Capture high-intent information

Persuasion near decision moments.

Expensive competition and
misinformation SEO.

Partisan media
setting.

Base reinforcement and agenda

Intensity and rapid mobilization.

Echo-chamber lock-in.

Memes / networked content

Identity, humor, cultural signaling.

Low cost, organic diffusion.

Loss of control, distortion.

Al-generated content

Scale, variants, translation, rapid
production.

Efficiency and personalization.

Deepfakes, authenticity,
legal/ethical risk.

12.1 Podcast-YouTube-creator strategy as a distinct campaign layer

The traditional television interview is short, adversarial and mediated by institutional news judgment. A long-form podcast can
expose a candidate’s personality, reasoning style and cultural familiarity over one or two hours; independent YouTube can reach
viewers who actively avoid political news; creators can translate a message into gaming, sports, finance, comedy, parenting,
technology or lifestyle communities. This architecture is especially relevant to low-propensity voters and younger men, groups

that moved toward Trump in 2024. [13][15]

The Democratic opportunity is to escape an overly institutional media image and put candidates in nonpolitical environments
where economic and cultural competence can be demonstrated conversationally. The Republican opportunity is to extend the
decentralized media ecosystem that fits anti-establishment politics and reaches low-information/infrequent voters. For both, the
risk is that “authenticity” becomes unmanaged exposure. The strongest operation will combine long-form access with a rapid
clipping, fact-checking, opposition-monitoring and distribution team that can turn one appearance into dozens of platform-

native pieces without falsifying context.

13. Campaign Organization, Money, Data, and Al

A modern presidential campaign is a conversion funnel: identify eligible supporters -> register them where necessary ->
persuade or reinforce -> obtain a ballot -> secure completion/return -> cure problems -> verify turnout -> reallocate resources.
The correct balance between door knocking, relational organizing, phones, digital contact, mail, absentee/early vote, and
Election Day mobilization depends on state rules and voter propensity.

translate issue support into turnout?

Capability Democratic strategic question Republican strategic question

Registration Can the party rebuild youth/minority/non- Can it turn 2024 low-propensity support into
college registration and contact rates in durable registration and participation?
battleground metros and small cities?

Field / doors Can coordinated state parties and allied groups Can a more decentralized low-propensity model

match traditional field reliability?

Early/absentee voting

Can it retain early-vote strengths while adapting
to rule changes?

Can the party normalize early voting enough to
reduce Election Day risk?

Ballot chasing

Can it prioritize irregular voters without wasting
contact on reliable voters?

Central to a coalition with many infrequent
voters.

Relational organizing

Use unions, community groups, campuses,
professional and identity networks.

Use churches, gun/outdoor networks, small
business, veterans, creators and local
communities.

Voter file / analytics

Integrate persuasion + turnout models while
avoiding stale demographic stereotypes.

Identify Trump-specific voters who might not
transfer to successor.

Al

Creative testing, language adaptation, research,
service automation.

Same; potentially strong fit with tech-oriented
right networks.

Rapid response

Counter deepfakes and exploit opponent
mistakes across fragmented media.

Same; speed and verification are both essential.

The current party-committee financial baseline is unusually asymmetric: through June 30, 2026, FEC data show the DNC with
$16.3 million cash on hand and $18.5 million in debt, versus the RNC with $128.5 million and no reported debt. [22][23] This
matters for state-party investment and the 2026 bridge period, but it should not be projected mechanically into 2028.

Presidential candidates, joint fundraising committees, Super PACs, mega-donors and small-dollar networks can alter the resource

balance dramatically once the field forms.

14. Candidate Image and Selection Strategy

Because no noteworthy candidate had formally declared as of August 2026, the useful question is not “who is best” but which
candidate attributes solve each party’s coalition constraints. [10] The early polling list is evidence of name recognition and
current factional demand, not a ranked evaluation of personal merit.
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Dimension

Democratic coalition-fit logic

Republican coalition-fit logic

Governor vs senator vs VP

Governor can signal executive competence and
distance from Washington; senator can offer
policy/national-security depth; former
VP/national figure brings recognition.

VP offers direct continuity; governor can
combine executive record with stylistic reset;
senator/cabinet figure can bridge populist and
institutional factions.

Insider vs outsider

Need enough institutional competence without
embodying status quo.

Need enough outsider/anti-establishment
credibility without appearing unable to govern.

Moderate vs ideological

Coalition breadth helps swing states; ideological
clarity may boost base and small-dollar
enthusiasm.

Primary may reward Trump continuity; general
election may reward selective moderation in
style or emphasis.

Executive competence vs charisma

Both matter: competence answers
institutional/economic risk; charisma helps
fragmented media.

Charisma is especially relevant to replacing
Trump's earned-media capacity; competence can
reassure swing voters.

Generation vs experience

Generational change can embody 2028 “new
chapter”; experience matters during crises.

Succession itself creates generational change;
the question is whether continuity feels fresh.

Populist vs institutionalist

Economic populism can repair working-class
losses; institutionalism retains democracy/rights
voters.

Populism preserves coalition; institutional
credibility may expand suburbs and donors.

14.1 Potential candidates - not declarations

Potential Democratic candidates discussed in current polling or reporting include Pete Buttigieg, Gavin Newsom, Jon Ossoff,
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Kamala Harris, Andy Beshear, Josh Shapiro, JB Pritzker, Gretchen Whitmer and others. Potential
Republican candidates include JD Vance, Marco Rubio, Ron DeSantis, Donald Trump Jr., Glenn Youngkin and others. [9][10][11]
The list is deliberately non-exhaustive and non-ranked. The absence of a formal launch is material: donors, staff, endorsements,
family decisions, midterm outcomes and 2027 events can substantially alter the field.

15. Vice-Presidential Selection

Vice-presidential selection rarely “delivers” a state mechanically, but it can reinforce a Theory of Victory. The most useful criteria
are complementary credibility and downside control rather than symbolic balance alone.

Criterion

Democratic use

Republican use

Geography

Reinforce Blue Wall or Sun Belt credibility
without overclaiming home-state effect.

Reinforce Great Lakes/Sun Belt or national-
security/economic credibility.

Gender / racial representation

Signal coalition inclusion and activate networks.

Potentially broaden image beyond traditional
GOP profile while preserving base trust.

Ideological balance

Bridge progressive/moderate/economic-populist
wings.

Bridge MAGA/populist and
traditional/institutional wings.

Executive experience

Add governing confidence to a legislative or
outsider nominee.

Add managerial credibility to a media/populist
nominee.

Mobilization

Reach groups where nominee underperforms.

Protect low-propensity coalition or
suburban/religious constituencies.

Governing partnership

Demonstrate readiness for succession and policy

Same; especially important after a personality-

execution.

centered era.

16. Black Swans, October Surprises, and Disruptive Variables

Shock

Potential Democratic
exposure/opportunity

Potential Republican
exposure/opportunity

Analytical note

Recession / financial crisis

Opposition can blame incumbent party;
must present credible recovery plan.

Incumbent-party burden; can argue
external shock and decisive response.

Usually increases demand for change, but
crisis leadership can complicate.

Renewed inflation / energy spike

Household-cost attack can intensify.

Administration owns outcome; energy
policy can be used defensively.

Current Iran/Hormuz risk makes this
more than abstract. [27]

War / security crisis

Can attack mismanagement or argue
restraint/alliance competence.

Can benefit from rally effect or suffer if
conflict is costly/prolonged.

Direction depends on timing, casualties
and perceived success.

Border crisis

Democrats face enforcement credibility
test.

Republicans gain issue salience but may
own policy failure under incumbency.

Incumbency flips traditional opposition
advantage.

Supreme Court decision

Can mobilize rights-focused voters.

Can mobilize conservative
constitutional/social voters.

Issue-specific direction.

Candidate health

Succession and transparency become
central.

Same.

High impact, low predictability.

Scandal / corruption

Anti-corruption frame for opposition.

Anti-establishment or partisan-
prosecution counterframe.

Evidence quality matters.

Al deepfake / cyberattack

Rapid verification infrastructure becomes
essential.

Same.

Could target election administration,
candidates or media.
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Potential Democratic

Potential Republican

S exposure/opportunity exposure/opportunity bt e

Third-party candidacy Can siphon change voters or ideologically | Same. Ballot access and candidate identity
cross-pressured blocs. determine direction.

Natural disaster / social movement Tests governance, empathy and federal- Same. Can reorder agenda rapidly.

state coordination.

17. Five 2028 Election Scenarios

Scenario

Democratic strategic logic

Republican strategic logic

Battlegrounds / voters

Relative structural effect

Confidence

1. Normal growth + stable
world

Run affordability plus
rights/competence; argue
benefits are uneven and
focus on
housing/healthcare/wages.

Claim continuity, growth,
energy/tax/regulation
record; choose a successor
who normalizes Trump
coalition.

PA/MI/WI first; suburbs,
working-class persuadables,
Hispanics.

Slightly favors continuity if
household sentiment is
positive; otherwise neutral.

Low-Medium

2. Recession or persistent Make election a referendum | Separate nominee from Blue Wall + NC/GA; non- Usually disadvantages Medium
high living costs on incumbent economic downturn, blame college, independents, governing party.

management; offer shocks/Fed/global factors, younger households.

household-cost plan and emphasize

middle-class protection. tax/energy/deregulation

recovery.

3. Serious security crisis / Emphasize competence, Leverage incumbent PA/MI/AZ/GA/NC; Ambiguous: rally effect vs Low
war alliances, restraint or national-security apparatus veterans, older voters, war fatigue.

accountability depending and strength; successor must | independents.

crisis. own/defend outcome.
4. Culture-war dominant Keep Maximize immigration, WI/PA/GA/AZ; women, Raises turnout, may reduce Medium

abortion/rights/democracy schools, crime, evangelicals, suburban persuadable middle;

salient while preventing gender/religious-liberty and parents, younger men. candidate discipline decisive.

activist language from national-identity frames.

eclipsing costs.
5. Strong third-party / Define stakes and prevent Same; protect populist or All seven battlegrounds; Highly candidate-specific; Low

independent

anti-establishment/centrist
leakage; emphasize Electoral
College consequences.

center-right defections.

independents, younger

voters, disaffected partisans.

could distort plurality
thresholds.
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18. Democratic Strategy vs. Republican Strategy Matrix

Dimension

Democratic strategic architecture

Republican strategic architecture

Electoral base

College-educated suburbs, Black voters, women, urban voters, many Asian
voters, younger voters; retain union/working-class remnants.

White non-college/rural voters, evangelicals, men, older voters; expanded 2024
Hispanic, Black male, Asian and low-propensity components.

Expansion targets

Non-college workers, younger men, Hispanic voters, Black men, independents,
NC/GA/AZ/NV.

Hispanic/Black/Asian working-class voters, younger men, independents, college-
educated center-right suburbs.

Geographic strategy

Blue Wall first; Sun Belt as redundancy and growth; NC as high-value bridge
state.

Defend 2024 seven-state sweep; can absorb selective losses because starting
map is 312.

Economic message

Affordability, wages, healthcare, housing, anti-concentration, middle-class
economics.

Taxes, deregulation, energy, manufacturing, trade nationalism, cost-of-living
defense.

Cultural message

Rights, pluralism, abortion, democracy, gun safety; moderate presentation in
cross-pressured states.

Border, order, parental rights, religion, patriotism, anti-DEI / cultural
traditionalism.

Immigration Border credibility + legal immigration + due process. Enforcement, sovereignty, deportation/eligibility rules, labor-market/security
framing.
Abortion High-salience rights and healthcare issue; mobilize women/suburbs/youth. Balance social-conservative base with federalism/limit positions that reduce

backlash.

Foreign policy

Competence, alliances, restraint/accountability; exploit war fatigue if present.

Strength, nationalism, burden-sharing, China; inherit administration record and
risks.

Candidate profile

Coalition synthesizer: economic materialism + rights + competence +
generational change.

Trump-coalition inheritor who can mobilize infrequent voters and potentially
reduce anti-Trump ceiling.

Turnout strategy

Restore drop-off youth/minority/working-class participation; preserve high-
education suburban turnout.

Replicate 2024 low-propensity turnout while maintaining evangelical/rural base.

Persuasion strategy

Working-class Great Lakes, Hispanic, younger men, independents, center-right
suburban defectors.

Convert 2024 minority/young gains into durable identification; regain college-
educated center-right voters.

Digital/media Creator expansion plus institutional/issue expertise; strong short-form and Leverage decentralized, anti-establishment creator ecosystem and earned media.
relational distribution.
Podcast/creator Use long-form to demonstrate authenticity outside institutional media. Use long-form to preserve cultural affinity and reach young/infrequent male
voters.
Fundraising Repair DNC balance sheet; combine small-dollar, high-dollar and aligned Super Exploit current RNC cash lead while sustaining donor + populist small-dollar

PAC capacity.

networks.

Grassroots organization

Coordinated campaigns, unions, community networks, campuses, suburbs.

Low-propensity targeting, churches, local conservative networks, digital-to-field
conversion.

Data / Al

Integrate turnout and persuasion models; rapid misinformation verification.

Identify transferable Trump voters; creator analytics; same deepfake/verification
challenge.

Core vulnerability

Working-class/non-college erosion; ideological-label and cultural overreach;
fundraising/leadership instability.

Trump-specific coalition may not transfer; incumbent economic/war burden;
suburban/independent backlash.

Principal path to 270

226 baseline + PA + Ml + WI = 270.

Defend enough of the 312 map; e.g., lose AZ/NV/GA and still reach 279.
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19. Direct Answers to the Core Strategic Questions

19.1 Three Democratic problems to solve

7. Coalition repair across education and class. Reduce the non-college and working-class deficit enough to recover PA/MI/WI
while preserving college-educated suburban, women and rights-focused support. Confidence: High.

8. Economic credibility at household scale. Turn affordability, housing, healthcare, wages and market power into a concrete
Theory of Change rather than a list of programs. Confidence: High.

9.  Nomination-to-general-election translation. Select a candidate and message that can generate activist intensity without
letting ideological labels or culturally narrow language overwhelm persuasion in battleground states. Confidence: Medium-
High.

19.2 Three Republican problems to solve

10. Trumpism without Trump. Transfer the working-class, minority-male, younger-male and low-propensity gains of 2024 to a
successor who does not possess Trump'’s unique celebrity and conflict-based mobilization. Confidence: High.

11. Incumbent-record ownership. Defend or reframe the Trump administration’s 2025-28 outcomes on prices, employment,
tariffs, immigration and wars without losing the party’s anti-establishment identity. Confidence: High.

12. Coalition expansion without suburban collapse. Preserve white non-college and evangelical intensity while preventing
continued losses among college-educated, professional and independent voters. Confidence: Medium-High.

19.3 Most realistic path to 270 for each party

Democrats: hold all 2024 Harris states and recover Pennsylvania, Michigan and Wisconsin - exactly 270. Confidence: High on
arithmetic, Medium on political realism. Republicans: begin from the 312-vote Trump map and defend a sufficient subset of the
seven battleground states; they can lose Arizona, Nevada and Georgia and still reach 279. Confidence: High on arithmetic,
Medium on political realism.

19.4 Defend vs. expand?

Republicans are the party with the larger 2024 coalition to defend geographically: they swept the seven core battlegrounds and
hold a 312-vote baseline. Democrats have the more urgent coalition-repair and expansion problem because their 226-vote
baseline requires at least 44 additional electoral votes. But both parties must expand demographically: Republicans need to
prove their 2024 minority/young/low-propensity gains are durable; Democrats need to recover working-class and young-male
support. Confidence: High.

19.5 Turnout election or persuasion election?

Most likely: a hybrid election. Extremely high partisan loyalty means turnout remains essential, yet the 2024 movement among
Hispanic voters, Black men, younger men, non-college voters and infrequent voters shows that persuasion and coalition
switching/entry are consequential. The decisive operation will integrate persuasion into turnout targeting rather than treat them
as separate departments. Confidence: Medium-High.

19.6 Ten variables most likely to determine the outcome

13. Household affordability: inflation, energy, housing, healthcare and wages.

14. The 2026 midterm result and the political narrative it creates.

15. The Republican succession model: full, selective or post-Trump inheritance.

16. The Democratic ability to repair non-college/working-class support.

17. Nominee quality, health, discipline, charisma and perceived competence.

18. Pennsylvania-Michigan-Wisconsin movement relative to the national vote.

19. Hispanic, Black male, younger male and low-propensity voter behavior.

20. International conflict and its effects on security, energy prices and war fatigue.

21. Abortion/democracy/cultural issue salience and backlash dynamics.

22. Campaign execution: money, field, early vote, creators, rapid response, data/Al and misinformation defense.

19.7 Does either party possess a structural advantage?

The evidence does not support a confident judgment that either party possesses a durable overall structural advantage as of
August 13, 2026. Republicans have a real Electoral College starting advantage from the 2024 map, incumbency resources, a
large current RNC cash lead, and a demonstrated ability to mobilize infrequent voters. Democrats have a compact 270 recovery
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route, current generic-ballot momentum, strong support among college-educated voters and women, and issues such as abortion
and institutional concern that can mobilize high-turnout suburban constituencies. The 2026 midterms, 2027-28 economy,
international security environment and nominee selection are large enough unknowns to overwhelm the present balance.
Confidence: High.

20. Synthetic Conclusion: The Strategic Architecture of the 2028 U.S.
Presidential Election

20.1 Democratic Theory of Victory

The Democratic Theory of Victory is a “repair + retain + redundancy” model. Repair: win back enough non-college, working-
class, union-adjacent, younger male and Hispanic support to make the Great Lakes competitive again. Retain: preserve the
post-2016 strength among college-educated suburbs, women, Black voters, Asian voters, young progressives and
democracy/abortion-rights constituencies. Redundancy: build credible Sun Belt alternatives in North Carolina, Georgia, Arizona
and Nevada so the campaign is not hostage to a single three-state wall.

The message most compatible with that architecture is household-centered economic populism joined to rights and institutional
competence: lower the cost of housing, healthcare and essentials; raise real bargaining power and opportunity; protect Social
Security/Medicare and reproductive rights; and present anti-corruption/democracy as a material governance issue rather than
an abstract lecture. The mechanism is an integrated field-and-media system: Great Lakes organizing, Black and Hispanic
community networks, suburban persuasion, youth/creator media, long-form podcasts, early-vote conversion, data-driven drop-
off targeting, and rapid-response protection against synthetic misinformation. The simplest geographic finish is PA + M|l + WI =
270.

20.2 Republican Theory of Victory

The Republican Theory of Victory is a “transfer + defend + normalize” model. Transfer: move the 2024 Trump coalition -
especially white non-college voters, evangelicals, rural voters, Hispanic and Black male gains, younger men and infrequent voters
- to a new nominee. Defend: retain enough of the seven battleground states in the 312-vote map to preserve Electoral College
redundancy. Normalize: reduce the amount of opposition generated by Trump-specific style or chaos without signaling
abandonment of the movement’s border, nationalism, trade, China, energy, cultural and anti-establishment commitments.

The message most compatible with that architecture is a household-economy and national-control synthesis: lower costs
through energy, taxes, deregulation and growth; defend manufacturing and strategic trade; enforce the border; emphasize
crime/order and cultural traditionalism; and project strength abroad while avoiding the appearance of open-ended war. The
mechanism is a successor-centered version of the 2024 mobilization model: low-propensity identification, early-vote and ballot-
chase infrastructure, creator/podcast ecosystems, religious/community networks, high-speed earned media, small-dollar and
large-donor fusion, and analytic models designed to determine which Trump voters are transferable. The geographic advantage
is redundancy: Republicans do not need to hold every 2024 battleground to reach 270.

20.3 The integrated victory system

The 2028 winner will not necessarily be the party with the most popular single issue, the largest national fundraising total, the
most charismatic candidate, or the best national poll. Victory requires alignment. A candidate whose economic story fits the
coalition, whose cultural positioning mobilizes without overproducing backlash, whose media strategy reaches voters outside
politics, whose organization converts irregular supporters into ballots, and whose state allocation is disciplined can win with a
narrow national margin. Conversely, a party can “win” many national narratives and still lose if its coalition is inefficiently
distributed across the Electoral College.

Bottom line. As of August 13, 2026, the 2028 election is structurally competitive. The Republican map is broader; the
Democratic recovery route is simpler. The Democratic question is whether it can rebuild class breadth. The Republican
question is whether Trump's coalition can outlive Trump as a candidate. The economic question is whether voters feel
personally better off. The operational question is which party can convert a fragmented media environment and an
increasingly heterogeneous electorate into 270 electoral votes. Prediction beyond that would exceed the evidence
currently available.
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Publication note: This is a strategic analysis, not an endorsement of any party or candidate. Candidate names are included
only as potential candidates unless explicitly identified as officially declared; as of the cutoff no noteworthy 2028
campaign announcement had been identified. The report intentionally avoids converting early polls into winner
predictions.
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