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THE 2019 COLLABORATIVE KENTUCKY EXIT POLL  

 

KENTUCKY GUBERNATORIAL ELECTION EXIT POLL:  

AN EARLY EXAMINATION OF THE 2020 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

 

November 7, 2019 

 

 

SUMMARY: 

 

A statewide poll conducted by political scientists from Centre College in Danville, Kentucky, 

shows that Republican defectors likely caused Matt Bevin (R) to lose the gubernatorial campaign 

to Andy Beshear (D). As highlighted by analysts and pundits alike, this victory for Democrats 

may be an early sign of things to come in 2020. Donald Trump won Kentucky by nearly 30 

percentage points in 2016. However, with this gubernatorial upset, it seems unlikely that Trump 

will carry the state with a similar margin in 2020.  

 

The 2019 Collaborative Kentucky Exit Poll (CKEP) was administered by a joint collaboration of 

researchers at Centre College, University of Pennsylvania, the University of Kentucky, 

Morehead State University, Campbellsville University, and the University of Cincinnati. Full 

topline results for the survey questions (including margins of error) associated with this release 

can be found HERE.  

 

The survey was directed by Dr. Benjamin Knoll of Centre College and Drs. Michele Margolis 

and Dan Hopkins at the University of Pennsylvania. Other research collaborators included Drs. 

Jaclyn Johnson and Ryan Lloyd of Centre College, Dr. Michael Hail of Morehead State 

University, Drs. Josiah Marineau and Shawn Williams of Campbellsville University, Drs. 

Andrew Lewis and Jack Mewhirter of the University of Cincinnati, Dr. Mike Zillis of the 

University of Kentucky, and David Azizi of the University of Pennsylvania. Surveys were 

fielded from 6:00 AM through 6:00 PM local time surveying voters as they left the polls in 

selected locations in Boone, Boyle, Campbell, Fayette, Kenton, Pulaski, Taylor, and Rowan 

counties. Respondents were randomly selected by interviewers to participate in the survey. In all, 

3,913 Kentucky voters participated in the exit poll.   

 

 

WHY DID INCUMBENT BEVIN LOSE? 

 

81% of self-reported Republicans voted for Bevin. In contrast, 93.6% of self-reported Democrats 

voted for Beshear. This resulted in 16.5% of Republicans crossing party lines to vote for 

Beshear. Who are these Republican voters that ignored party identification and voted for 

Beshear? Young voters appear to be the primary defectors. The average age of Republican 

Beshear voters was 46 compared to 53 for Republican Bevin voters. Millennials and Gen Z 

voters appear more willing to cross party lines than older voters. Nearly a quarter (23.2%) of 

Republicans under 40 voted for Beshear compared to only one in ten (9.7%) of Republicans over 

65. If Republicans under 40 had supported Bevin at the same rate as Republicans over 40, Bevin 

would have likely won the contest.  

https://informationknoll.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/ckep-survey-topline-results.pdf.
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Interestingly, Republicans did not defect at the same rate for other state-wide contests beyond the 

gubernatorial election. For example, 91.3% of Republicans voted for Daniel Cameron (R) for 

Attorney General. A symmetrical result arises on the other side of the aisle, with 91.3% of 

Democrats voting for Greg Stumbo (D). This result suggests that the shift away from Bevin by 

some Republicans is not a shift away from the Republican Party more broadly. 

Did Libertarian John Hicks cost Bevin the election? 53.2% of Hicks voters identified as 

Republican compared to 15.3% who identified as Democrats and 31.5% who identified as 

Independent. Assuming that the roughly half of Hicks voters who identify as Republican chose 

to vote for Bevin instead, Bevin would have easily beat Beshear by close to 10,000 votes.  

There is a perceivable gender gap in voting patterns for the gubernatorial election. 56.7% of 

women voters support Beshear while only 41.8% of women support Bevin. Among male voters, 

44.4% support Beshear, while 52.4% support Bevin. Kentuckians with a college degree support 

Beshear at a rate of 59.8%, while those with a high school degree or less support Beshear at 

42.6%. The pattern is reversed for Bevin. Those who hold a college degree supported the 

incumbent Bevin at 38.6% while those with a high school degree or less supported Bevin at 

53.3%. Religious affiliation appears to have an impact on vote choice as well. Voters that 

identify as Evangelical or a “born-again’ Christian supported Bevin at 62.1% and Beshear at 

35.8%. In contrast, those that do NOT consider themselves Evangelical support Bevin at 30.3% 

and Beshear at 67%. Minority voters were far more likely to support Beshear than Bevin, with 

85.7% of Black voters support Beshear. Only 14.3% of Black voters supported Bevin. Those that 

identified as “other race/ethnicity” supported Beshear at the rate of 62.3% and Bevin at 35.6%. 

The highest income earners (above $50k annually) were more likely to support Beshear (56.1%) 

than Bevin (40.9%). 

 

OPINIONS TOWARD 2020 PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATES 

41.2% of Kentucky voters have a very favorable view of President Donald Trump. 39.1% had 

the opposite evaluation of very unfavorable. 13.1% and 6.5% evaluated him as somewhat 

favorable or somewhat unfavorable, respectively. Kentuckians are quite polarized when 

evaluating the president, most feel strongly in one direction or the other.  

When exploring support for Democratic candidates that may challenge Trump in the 2020 

general election, Kentucky voters seem to have lukewarm feelings about each candidate with no 

clear front runner. Senator Elizabeth Warren was evaluated as very favorable by 12.9%, 

somewhat favorable by 31.7%, somewhat unfavorable by 16.1%, and very unfavorable by 39.3% 

of Kentucky voters. Former Vice President Joe Biden was evaluated as very favorable by 16.7%, 

somewhat favorable by 29.5%, somewhat unfavorable by 16.9%, and very unfavorable by 36.9% 

of Kentucky voters. Senator Bernie Sanders was evaluated as very favorable by 15.9%, 

somewhat favorable by 26.4%, somewhat unfavorable by 15.1%, and very unfavorable by 42.7% 

of Kentucky voters.  

Could the Republicans who defected and voted for Beshear also be persuaded to vote for the 

Democratic nominee in the 2020 election? Among Republican-Beshear voters: 42% see Joe 

Biden as either somewhat or very favorably, 34% see Elizabeth Warren somewhat or very 

favorably, and 27% see Bernie Sanders somewhat or very favorably. In contrast, only 55% of 
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Republican-Beshear voters see Donald Trump as either somewhat or very favorable (compared 

to 95% of Republican-Bevin voters). This indicates that perhaps there may be some defectors 

from this election that will decide to defect again in 2020.  

 

MCCONNELL WIDELY UNPOPULAR LEADING INTO REELECTION YEAR 

While most voters appear to either completely support or completely oppose President Trump, 

this pattern does not hold for Mitch McConnell. Only 20.5% of Kentuckians evaluate McConnell 

as very favorable. 41.1% evaluate him as very unfavorable, making him one of the least liked 

politicians by Kentuckians in our survey. In examining the partisan breakdown of support for 

McConnell, we find that 35% of Republicans evaluate him as very favorable, 39.1% as 

somewhat favorable, 13.7% as somewhat favorable, and 12.3% as very unfavorable. When we 

compare this to support for Trump, we find that McConnell is not enjoying the same support 

from his base as Trump. 69.5% of Republicans in Kentucky evaluate Trump as very favorable. 

Nearly twice as many Republicans in Kentucky support Trump as they do McConnell. 

Democrats demonstrate a consistent pattern when evaluating McConnell. 77.3% evaluate him as 

very unfavorable. We can compare this to support for President Trump as well. 82.6% of 

Democrats evaluate Trump as very unfavorable. To distill this pattern, support for Trump is 

greater than support for McConnell among Republicans, while distaste for Trump is greater than 

distaste for McConnell among Democrats.  

Bevin’s defeat could spell disaster for McConnell. Bevin’s campaign coordinator Kevin Golden 

even highlighted the importance of Bevin’s reelection to McConnell’s continued electoral 

success, “Leader McConnell and our campaign have been focused on making sure that Governor 

Bevin, (state attorney general nominee) Daniel Cameron and the rest of the Republican ticket are 

successful on election night.” Taken together, Beshear’s upset, Bevin’s loss, and the findings 

from this exit poll may be an early suggestion that support for McConnell is waning on the eve 

of his reelection campaign. 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION: 

 

Dr. Benjamin Knoll, Dr. Jaclyn Johnson, and Dr. Ryan Lloyd are available to comment on the 

survey results.  

 

benjamin.knoll@centre.edu   

jaclyn.johnson@centre.edu 

ryan.lloyd@centre.edu 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/sns-tns-bc-kentucky-governor-mcconnell-20191101-story.html
mailto:benjamin.knoll@centre.edu

