
 

HISTORIC VICE-PRESIDENTIAL SELECTIONS 
 

Delegates historically exercised substantially greater influence over vice-presidential 
nominations than they typically do today. While practices have changed, delegates 
continue to possess an important role in the nomination process. 

A convention that includes meaningful participation in the vice-presidential selection 
process would strengthen legitimacy, increase public interest, and remind Americans 
that conventions exist not merely to ratify decisions but to represent the party itself. 

The Republican Party has an opportunity to demonstrate confidence in its grassroots 
and its delegates. Delegates already possess authority. The opportunity is to use it. 

 

1932: Roosevelt and Garner 
Franklin D. Roosevelt entered the Democratic National Convention without enough 
delegate support to secure the presidential nomination. 

John Nance Garner entered the convention as a serious presidential candidate with 
substantial delegate backing of his own. 

As convention negotiations unfolded, Garner’s delegates became important to 
Roosevelt’s path to victory. Garner eventually became the vice-presidential nominee as 
part of the convention process. 

Lesson 

Vice-presidential selections were once shaped through negotiation among convention 
participants rather than simply announced by presidential nominees. 

 



1944: Truman Replaces Wallace 
Vice President Henry Wallace was favored by many grassroots Democrats and 
remained popular within the party. 

However, convention leaders and delegates had significant concerns about Wallace and 
ultimately rallied behind Senator Harry Truman. 

Truman secured the vice-presidential nomination and became President of the United 
States less than three months after Franklin Roosevelt’s death. 

Lesson 

Vice-presidential nominations can have profound consequences, and convention 
delegates have historically played an important role in determining who is next in line for 
the presidency. 

 

1956: Stevenson Lets Delegates Decide 
The most important modern example of Delegate Empowerment occurred at the 1956 
Democratic National Convention. 

After securing the presidential nomination, Adlai Stevenson announced that he would 
“depart from the precedents of the past” and allow delegates to select the 
vice-presidential nominee through “the free processes of this convention.” 

Rather than naming a running mate himself, Stevenson invited delegates to make the 
decision. 

Delegates responded with a genuine contest. 

Estes Kefauver, John F. Kennedy, and several other candidates actively sought 
delegate support. The race required multiple ballots and generated enormous 
excitement among delegates, the media, and the public. 

Kefauver ultimately prevailed, though Kennedy came surprisingly close to victory. 

The vice-presidential contest became the highlight of the convention. 

Lessons 

Delegates can make meaningful choices. 

A competitive process can energize a convention. 

Public participation and media interest increase when decisions are not predetermined. 

A presidential nominee can strengthen legitimacy by inviting delegate involvement 
rather than avoiding it. 



 

1968-Present: Increasing Centralization 
As presidential primaries became more important and media coverage expanded, 
presidential nominees gradually gained greater influence over vice-presidential 
selection. 

In most modern conventions, running mates have been effectively chosen before 
delegates arrive. 

As a result, many Americans now view conventions as scripted events whose most 
important decisions have already been made. 

Lesson 

Practices changed over time, but expectations changed even more. 

Many delegates today underestimate the influence they can still exercise. 

 

What This Means For 2028 
Delegate Empowerment does not seek to recreate every feature of earlier conventions. 

Nor does it require conflict, division, or a floor fight. 

The central lesson of history is simpler: 

Delegates have often exercised greater influence over vice-presidential selection than 
many people realize. 

That influence begins long before a convention vote occurs. 

Presidential nominees naturally pay attention to delegates, state leaders, activists, and 
coalition groups when evaluating potential running mates. 

Delegates who organize, communicate, and express preferences early can influence 
the process before decisions become final. 

The possibility that delegates may exercise independent judgment creates influence 
even when no floor vote ultimately occurs. 
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