
Solid, Leaning and Toss Up States 
 

 
[Note: RCP seems to classify as Solid any state where the polling margin exceeds 10%.  
Toss Up states are those in which that margin is 5% or less.  Leaning states have polling 
margins in between.] 
 
 
 
Here’s how things stood on September 5th: 
 
Current RCP Poll Averages 
 

September 5 
Obama States McCain States 

14 Solid:  183 EVs 18 Solid:  142 EVs 
5 Leaning:  55 EVs 4 Toss Up:  35 EVs 4 Leaning: 32 EVs 6 Toss Up: 91 EVs 
State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead 
PA 21 5.0 MI 17 4.3 GA 15 6.3 FL 27 3.1 
MN 10 7.0 CO 9 0.4 MO 11 7.0 OH 20 0.6 
WI 10 7.2 NM 5 4.3 MT 3 5.3 NC 15 4.2 
IA 7 9.0 NH 4 0.3 ND 3 0.6 VA 13 0.0 
OR 7 7.0       IN 11 4.7 

         NV 5 1.0 
  

Solid/Total EVs   67.0% 53.6% Solid/Total EVs 
Leaning/Total EVs  20.1% 12.1%  Leaning/Total EVs 

Solid + Leaning/Total EVs  87.2% 65.7%  Solid + Leaning/Total EVs 
Toss Up/Total EVs 12.8% 34.3%  Toss Up/Total EVs 

Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs  33.0% 

 

46.4% Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs 
Source:  RCP poll averages at 
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/maps/obama_vs_mccain/?map=10 
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Here’s how they stood on September 13th: 

Current RCP Poll Averages 

September 13 
Obama States McCain States 

12 Solid:  157 EVs 20 Solid:  172 EVs 
6 Leaning:  60 EVs 5 Toss Up:  56 EVs 4 Leaning: 44 EVs 4 Toss Up: 49 EVs 
State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead 
NJ 15 6.4 PA 21 2.3 FL 27 5.01 OH 20 2.2 

WA 11 6.0 MI 17 2.0 MO 11 6.6 VA 13 2.6 
MN 10 7.0 CO 9 2.3 MT 3 9.0 IN 11 4.7 
WI 10 5.3 NM 5 2.3 ND 3 3.22 NV 5 1.0 
IA 7 9.0 NH 4 3.3       
OR 7 7.0          

  
Solid/Total EVs   57.5% 64.9% Solid/Total EVs 

Leaning/Total EVs  22.0% 16.6%  Leaning/Total EVs 
Solid + Leaning/Total EVs  79.5% 81.5%  Solid + Leaning/Total EVs 

Toss Up/Total EVs 20.5% 18.5%  Toss Up/Total EVs 
Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs  42.5% 

 

35.1% Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs 
Source:  RCP poll averages at 
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/maps/obama_vs_mccain/?map=10 
 

Yes, there have been many changes since September 5th, and almost all have been in 

McCain’s favor.  In the two most significant categories – Solid and Toss Up3 – the 

                                                
1  Though McCain’s lead in FL is shown as only 5.0 percentage points, the RCP 
maps classify it as Leaning for him instead of Toss Up.  This must be because his lead is 
just above 5.0, and RCP has rounded it down to the nearest percentage point. 
2  It seems to me that RCP should actually be showing ND as a Toss Up state rather 
than as Leaning for McCain.  I am giving him a 3.2% margin in that state even though 
RCP doesn’t show an RCP Average for it.  Can’t explain why.  My 3.2% margin was 
built out of all the polls RCP shows for ND (there are six of them), which date back to 
February.  That early poll gave Obama a lead of 4%.  Three of the polls giving McCain a 
lead (averaging 3.33%) date from (1) late March and early April, (2) early July and (3) 
late July.  A late August poll gives Obama a lead of 3%, but the most recent poll (from 
September 8th, by Rasmussen) gives McCain a whopping 14% lead. 
3  The most predictive EVs are the Solid ones, since they’re most likely to remain in 
the same candidate’s column on election day.   Least predictive are EVs from the Toss 
Up states;  it’s better to have them than give them to the other guy, but don’t count on 
them for November 4th.  EVs from Leaning states are in between, and because changes 
in the count of Leaning EVs could be either good or bad for a candidate – they might go 
up to Solid, or they might go down to Toss Up – analyzing them separately in detail 
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candidates’ relative positions have virtually flipped:  whereas eight days ago Obama had 

more than two-thirds of his EVs in Solid states, he now has 57.5%.  McCain’s Solid EVs, 

on the other hand, have gone from being a little more than half (53.6%, close to 14 

percentage points lower than Obama’s proportion) to almost two-thirds (64.9%).  That’s a 

swing of 20.8 percentage points in McCain’s favor. 

 

At the other end of the scale, in the Toss Up states, the changes have also been dramatic. 

On September 5th only 12.8% of Obama’s EVs on the No Toss Up States map came from 

Toss Up states, which furnished 34.3% of McCain’s – a difference of 21.5% in Obama’s 

favor.  Eight days later, the difference between them is in McCain’s favor:  18.5% for 

him, 20.5% for Obama – a swing of 23.5 percentage points.  

 

We would expect such shifts, of course, given the landslide of attention that Palin’s been 

getting and the rapturous way she’s been received not only by the hitherto lukewarm 

McCain base but also (perhaps) by many former Clinton supporters.  What we might not 

expect is that the overall picture hasn’t changed more than it has.  On RCP’s No Toss Up 

States map, Obama still wins the election, and by the same EV margin that he had on 

September 5th:  273 to 265.  

 

But this relatively benign overall result is, or should be regarded as, cold comfort.  That’s 

because a great many of the RCP Averages that dictate the distribution of the EVs on the 

map reflect some polls that are pre-Palin.   These polls haven’t yet caught up with the 

Palin effect.  Assuming that effect persists, the RCP Averages will catch up with it, and 

when it does the map, and the outcome in EVs, will change in McCain’s favor. 

 

In trying to foresee what to expect down the road, RCP does give us some (very few) 

post-Palin polls to look at.  So, in the following table, let’s look at the results if we take 

into account only the polls taken in Leaning and Toss Up states since McCain’s August 

29th announcement of Palin as his running mate:  

                                                                                                                                            
doesn’t seem likely to increase the sum of human knowledge by much.  So I’m recording 
them but then leaving them aside in this discussion. 
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RCP Poll Averages, Post-8/28 Only 

September 13 
Obama States McCain States 

14 Solid:  174 EVs 22 Solid:  178 EVs 
3 Leaning:  26 EVs 5 Toss Up:  68 EVs 1 Leaning: 27 EVs 6 Toss Up: 65 EVs 
State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead State EVs Lead 
NJ 15 6.0 PA 21 2.3 FL 27 5.0 OH 20 2.2 
OR 7  7.04 MI 17 2.0    MO 11 5.0 
NH 4 6.0 WA 11 3.0    VA 13 2.6 

   WI 10 3.0    IN 11 4.7 
   CO 9 2.3    NV 5 1.0 
         NM 5 2.0 
            

  
Solid/Total EVs   63.7% 65.9% Solid/Total EVs 

Leaning/Total EVs  9.5% 10.0%  Leaning/Total EVs 
Solid + Leaning/Total EVs  73.3% 75.9% Solid + Leaning/Total EVs 

Toss Up/Total EVs 24.9% 24.1%  Toss Up/Total EVs 
Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs  34.4% 

 

34.1% Leaning + Toss Up/Total EVs 
Source: http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/maps/obama_vs_mccain/?map=10 

 

The most notable overall fact about this table is that a map constructed on post-Palin 

polls alone would show McCain winning the presidency by two EVs, 270-268, the 

narrowest possible winning margin. 

 

Looking more closely, at Obama first: 

 

• WA and WI (26 EVs) would move down to being Toss Up states for Obama; 

• NJ (15) would be within a percentage point of becoming one;    

• in contrast, NH (4) would move up  from Toss Up to Leaning for Obama;  and 

• MN and IA (17) would move up to the Solid category for him. 

 

In Obama’s Toss Up states, this table changes nothing for PA, MI or CO.  They’re 

heavily polled, as befits Toss Up states, and the RCP Averages for these states already 

                                                
4  Pre-Palin RCP Average;  no post-Palin polls available. 
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include only post-Palin polls.  NM, on the other hand, changes radically;  its single post-

Palin poll, by Rasmussen, flips NM into McCain’s column as a Toss Up state.  (The 

CNN/Time poll taken just prior to the Palin announcement, by the way, had Obama 

ahead in NM by 13, which would have put it in Solid territory for him.) 

 

As for McCain, the post-Palin polls in his Leaning states give him large-to-huge Solid 

margins in ND and MT (3 EVs each) and no change in heavily- and purely-post-Palin-

polled FL.  Interestingly, the two post-Palin polls in MO yield a McCain margin slightly 

smaller (5.0) than the RCP Average (6.6).  So two of McCain’s former Leaning states 

move up to Solid, while one moves down to Toss Up.  He retains one Leaning state, FL 

(see footnote 1 above). 

 

What to make of it all?  Well, the first answer is:  Not too much.  As I’ve said in an 

earlier analysis, all these micro-calculations may seem like hair-splitting – and the hairs 

in this case are (like the ones on my own head) particularly fine, few and far between.  It 

may seem like a long time since Palin was nominated, but actually it’s early days yet, and 

we have very, very fragmentary post-Palin polling information to go on.  Yet we mustn’t 

esaggerate its inconclusiveness.  Yes, all of it is necessarily early, but in some states it 

comes from more than merely a couple of polls:  five each in OH and MI, four each in FL 

and PA, three each in VA and CO.  Obama has by no means been blown out of the water 

in any of these states’ post-Palin polls. 

 

So, yes, we must acknowledge that the post-Palin changes are obviously not in Obama’s 

favor:  if their overall drift is confirmed on election day, he will lose.  But there is also 

some evidence in the post-Palin polls that Obama supporters are being galvanized in 

reaction to Palin.  The move of MN and IA to Solid for him seems to me to be 

significant.  So does the move of NH from Toss Up to Leaning.  The fact that McCain’s 

margin in MO is actually narrower in post-Palin polls than in the RCP Average could 

also be a sign. And the Solid/Leaning/Toss Up proportions shown for Obama and 

McCain in the post-Palin poll table are very close to even – which in Solid states actually 

represents a worse result for McCain than the one based on pre- and post-Palin polls.  
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Stepping back, then, I have to admit that I may be in the same position as a passenger on 

the Titanic a few minutes after it lurched, shuddered and began to take on water;  I may 

have a bigger problem at the moment than I realize.  But there seems reason to hope that 

the latest polling news is actually and surprisingly not so bad for Obama’s campaign.  

With McCain’s radical gambit of naming Palin as his running mate – and post-

convention, even without her – wouldn’t he have hoped for a more dramatic bounce?    

What’s more, as Palin – and McCain – come under increasing scrutiny by the media and 

the electorate, won’t even that bounce dissipate? 

 

Courage, Democrats.  If we do lose this election, it will be precisely and only by losing 

heart. 

 


