Current System of presidential Primaries
(Encyclopedia Americana)

There are basically two types of presidential primaries. In the preference poll, voters mark their choice of nominees on the ballot. Democratic voters choose from among Democratic contenders, and Republican voters choose from among Republican candidates. In doing so the voters help determine the number of convention delegates that each candidate will receive. Democratic party rules require the use of a formula based on a state's population and the success of party candidates within that state to determine the size of the state's convention delegation. This eliminates the "winner-take-all" feature of earlier years. The latter practice is, however, still legal in Republican primaries.

Alternatively, or concurrently, voters may select all or part of their state's delegation to the nominating convention in the primary. This is known as the caucus method. Under this method party voters attend a series of local precinct meetings, or caucuses, at which they select delegates to district or county meetings. At the latter meetings they select delegates to the state party convention, and at the state convention they choose delegates to the national convention. 
In both cases, primaries and caucuses, voters tend to be active party members who follow elections more closely than do members of the general populace. Far fewer people vote in primary elections than do vote in general elections, and those who vote in primaries tend to be committed to particular sets of policies and the candidates they believe will advance them. In preference primaries, however, voters often make an estimation as to who they think will win in the general election and vote in the primary accordingly. In caucus states, in contrast, voters tend to be more interested in imposing their policy preference on the public agenda by voting for more ideologically extreme candidates (strong liberals in Democratic caucuses and strong conservatives in Republican caucuses). In either case the outcome presents a challenge to the successful candidate, who faces a less active, centrist electorate in the general election.

Because they come first (late January), the Iowa caucus and the New Hampshire primary attract major attention. The New Hampshire winner is often hailed the frontrunner, although the label can be and has been misleading. Some 16 states then hold primaries (or caucuses) during the month of February. Depending on the results, some losing candidates may drop out of the race at that point. The February series is followed by so-called Super Tuesday, the first Tuesday in March, when another 13 states, including large ones such as New York, California, Ohio, and Texas, hold primaries. With the conclusion of Super Tuesday, the party's presidential nominee is all but decided on, although closely fought contests may sometimes draw out the race.

Federal campaign finance laws from the 1920s and 1930s limit cash contributions to presidential candidates and require public disclosure of funds. Reforms from the 1970s provide for public funding within set limits and call for even stricter reporting requirements. With the rise of special interest groups and political action committees (PACs) in the latter part of the 20th century, however, abuses in the form of "soft money" contributions became common. Donors could give unlimited amounts to these groups, and to political parties, as a way of spreading the favored candidate's message without appearing to support the candidate directly. Under the most recent set of reforms, the McCain Feingold/Shays-Meehan act of 2002, soft money is explicitly forbidden. But the ban was challenged in a case brought before the U.S. Supreme Court in 2003.

Arguments Pro and Con. Some critics argue that presidential primaries often polarize a party's constituencies along ideological lines; that no true national consensus can come from them; that they deplete the candidates' energies in irrelevant hand-shaking tours; that they divert attention from basic issues; and that they cost inordinate amounts of money. Friends of primaries reply that they provide at least one opportunity for the voter to express his or her opinion on potential nominees, without party bosses taking the lead, and are a vital testing ground that will show which candidates possess the stamina and coolness under fire expected of a would-be president. Possibly the greatest contribution of the primaries is that they quickly end untenable candidacies.

Taken together with national opinion polls in presidential election years, the primaries have made it virtually impossible for national conventions to disregard the wishes of rank-and-file party members. The mass media give major publicity to candidates' campaigns in the primary election states. More often than not, a strong leader emerges in the nomination race before the convention, and the delegates feel compelled to nominate him or her. Convention deadlocks are now rare, and delegates seldom if ever turn to a dark horse (an alternative candidate).
