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Hillary: Keep Your Eye on the 
"Magic Number" 
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From all appearances, the Ready for Hillary movement seems ready to morph into a full-fledged 
campaign for president. [Full disclosure: I was an election lawyer for her New York Senate 
campaign and involved in the 2008 presidential race; nevertheless, I, like everyone else, do not 
know if she will actually toss her hat in the ring.] If she does pursue the Democratic nomination, 
she may very well face Maryland Governor Martin O’Malley, former Virginia Senator Jim Webb 
and Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont, all of whom are testing the waters for 2016. 

Despite the uncertainty, political consultants and a variety of kibitzers are already offering 
Hillary their own sure-fire path to victory. My own simple advice is this: before worrying about 
an electoral college majority, think about the nomination and talk to a delegate selection guru 
like Jeff Berman. It could make all the difference. 

Jeff was director of delegate selection in the Obama campaign. This meant that he (and his 
team) became experts in the arcane and hyper-technical world of election law. Each state, 
whether it holds a primary or caucus, has its own peculiar rules for electing delegates to the 
Democratic National Convention. States have different ballot access rules, even in presidential 
elections. Some, for example, require circulation of petitions by congressional district delegate 
candidates. They also differ as to who is eligible to sign the various petitions, the number of 
signatures needed, filing deadlines, and so on.  

Caucus rules also vary, often having multi-tiered precinct, county and state meetings, along 
with complex procedures at the different levels. Indeed, there are special rules for rounding 
vote totals up or down, often with an extra delegate at stake.  

Let’s not forget the “superdelegates.” These are elected officials and party leaders, who also 
factor into the political arithmetic.  
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(Of course, Republicans have their own version of these procedures for selecting a presidential 
standard-bearer. Just ask Rick Santorum, Newt Gingrich, John Huntsman and Rick Perry – all of 
whom ran afoul of esoteric petition rules and could not get themselves on the ballot in several 
important primary states. I will address the 2016 Republican party nomination issues in a 
subsequent column.) 

The “magic number” to become the Democratic nominee in 2008 was 2,208 – fifty percent of 
the 4,415 Convention delegates, plus one. Irrespective of who wins specific primaries, the 
candidate who reaches the magic number will clinch the nomination. So whoever has the 
better understanding of the rules, and can implement a vigorous multi-state game plan to win 
as many delegates as possible, will prevail. In the two-week period during February 2008 alone, 
Obama was able to run the table in eleven caucus and primary states to get a lead of 149 
delegates. No matter what happened after that month, Obama’s delegate lead proved to be 
insurmountable. 

For 2016, there will be approximately 4,500 delegates to the Democratic National Convention. 
When the Democrats met this past August, the magic number was set at 2,255 – but it recently 
shrank when Democrats lost a total of twenty three governors, senators and congress members 
in the 2014 midterms. The magic number will continue to change as superdelegate positions 
are vacated or filled. As in 2008, most delegates to the 2016 national convention will be elected 
in primaries, but many will be selected through caucus states; and there are approximately 700 
superdelegates up for grabs as well. 

As long as there are opponents and hard-to-predict political variables, Hillary must be prepared 
for the long slog of capturing as many delegates as possible until she hits the magic number – 
primary by primary, caucus by caucus. As Jeff Berman said in The Magic Number, his go-to book 
about the 2008 nomination process, “the delegate rules…might not matter much, or could 
make all the difference in the world.” He, more than anyone, knew that last time.  

So, Hillary – keep your eye on the magic number. 
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