
Superdelegates are a special type of delegate used by the Democratic Party during the 
presidential nomination process. To understand them clearly, start with the word 
delegate, which means a person chosen to represent others and vote on their behalf. In 
presidential primaries, most delegates are pledged delegates, meaning they are selected 
by voters in state elections and are expected to vote for the candidate those voters 
chose. 

Superdelegates are different because they are not chosen by voters. They automatically 
become delegates based on their position within the party. These individuals include 
members of Congress, governors, top party officials, and former presidents or vice 
presidents connected to the party. For example, someone like Barack Obama becomes a 
superdelegate after serving as president because of his status within the party structure. 

The purpose of superdelegates is tied to control and stability. Political parties are not just 
public organizations; they are structured systems that aim to win elections. The 
Democratic Party created superdelegates as a way to ensure that experienced 
leaders—people who understand national elections, strategy, and voter behavior—have a 
voice in choosing the nominee. The concern behind this system is that voters, especially 
in early primaries, might rally around a candidate who is popular but not strong enough 
to win a general election. The term electable refers to a candidate’s ability to win against 
the opposing party in the national election. 

Originally, superdelegates had the power to vote freely at the national convention, even 
on the first ballot. A ballot is simply a round of voting. This meant that if the race between 
candidates was close, superdelegates could influence or even determine the outcome 
regardless of what voters decided. This created tension because it introduced a layer of 
decision-making that was not directly tied to public votes. 

This issue became highly visible during the 2016 Democratic primary between Hillary 
Clinton and Bernie Sanders. Many voters believed that superdelegates favored 
candidates who were already part of the established political system, known as the 
establishment, meaning individuals with strong ties to party leadership and 
long-standing influence. That perception led to criticism that the system gave insiders 
too much control. 

In response, the Democratic Party changed the rules. Superdelegates can no longer vote 
on the first ballot at the convention unless no candidate has already secured a majority. 
A majority means more than half of the total delegate votes. If one candidate wins a 
majority through pledged delegates alone, that candidate becomes the nominee without 
superdelegate involvement. However, if no candidate reaches a majority, the convention 
becomes a contested convention, meaning additional rounds of voting are needed. At 
that point, superdelegates are allowed to vote and can influence the final outcome. 



This adjustment reduced their immediate power but did not remove their role entirely. 
Superdelegates now function as a backup mechanism. They are present in case the 
voting process among pledged delegates does not produce a clear winner. Their role is 
to help resolve uncertainty and prevent the nomination process from becoming stalled or 
divided. 

When comparing this system to the Republican Party, there is a clear difference. 
Republicans do not use superdelegates in the same structured way. Their nomination 
process relies more directly on voter-selected delegates, although party leaders still have 
influence through other means. The Democratic system formalizes that influence by 
giving certain individuals automatic delegate status. 

At its core, superdelegates represent a balance between public voting and internal party 
control. Voters play the primary role in selecting candidates through pledged delegates, 
but the party maintains a structured method for experienced leaders to step in if the 
process does not produce a clear or stable outcome. 

 


