What the 2026 Midterms Revealed About Anti-LGBTQ+ Campaigns
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Voters in the United States rejected several prominent Republicans whose campaigns targeted LGBTQ+ people, particularly transgender communities. The results, alongside heavy spending on anti-trans advertising, have sharpened a question for parties and campaign strategists: can fear-based messaging still win votes, or are many voters ready to move on?
Anti-LGBTQ+ candidates suffered high-profile losses
The election delivered a string of defeats for Republicans who had made opposition to LGBTQ+ rights part of their public record or campaign pitch. Among them were Texas Senate candidate Ken Paxton and Ohio gubernatorial candidate Vivek Ramaswamy, both of whom lost their races.
They were part of a wider Democratic victory across the country. The Associated Press reported that Democrats made gains in key congressional contests, while results in states including Texas and Ohio offered a clear test of how anti-trans messaging performed in closely watched races. (Sources: Associated Press; GLAAD.)
Campaigns spent heavily on anti-trans ads
The rhetoric came with a substantial advertising bill. Independent journalist Erin Reed estimated that Republican candidates and allies spent nearly $200 million on ads targeting transgender people during the cycle, according to Truthout. Texas accounted for about $78 million, while Ohio saw roughly $26 million, figures attributed to GLAAD in the original reporting. (Sources: Truthout; GLAAD.)
That spending didn't deliver the headline wins its backers wanted in either state. GLAAD said voters had rejected fearmongering about transgender people, while The Atlantic examined how the issue featured in Republican campaign strategy. Ad spending alone can't explain an election result, but the losses raise a practical question for campaign teams: does repeating a divisive message make it persuasive, or simply more visible? (Sources: GLAAD; The Atlantic.)
Texas offered a striking political reversal
In Texas, Paxton lost his Senate race to Democrat James Talarico, while Governor Greg Abbott was defeated by Gina Hinojosa. Abbott had signed a ban on most gender-affirming care for minors and backed measures affecting transgender young people and their families, according to the Associated Press. (Sources: Associated Press; GLAAD.)
The results don't mean voters agreed on every LGBTQ+ policy, or that one issue decided the contests. But they complicate the assumption that anti-trans campaigning is an easy route to victory, especially when candidates are also judged on jobs, schools, healthcare and the wider performance of their party. (Sources: Associated Press; The Atlantic.)
The defeats stretched beyond Texas
Other notable losses included Mike Rogers in Michigan, beaten by LGBTQ+ rights supporter Abdul El-Sayed, and Ramaswamy in Ohio, where Amy Acton won the governorship. Republican candidates Rick Jackson in Georgia and Aaron Flint in Montana also lost, while Dan Patrick, Ashley Hinson and Darline Graham were among the other candidates named in the election-night tally. (Sources: GLAAD; The Atlantic.)
The pattern matters, but it needs careful reading. These races differed in state politics, opponents and campaign issues, so they don't prove that anti-LGBTQ+ positions alone caused each defeat. Still, the results give advocates a reason to argue that voters may be less receptive to campaigns built around portraying transgender people as a threat. (Sources: GLAAD; The Atlantic.)
What voters and campaigners may take from the results
For LGBTQ+ advocates, the outcome offers encouragement after years in which transgender rights have been a prominent target in state and national politics. GLAAD president Sarah Kate Ellis said voters had chosen a diverse vision of America, and argued that anti-trans fearmongering had become a losing strategy. (Source: GLAAD.)
For political observers, the more useful takeaway is a caution against treating any one message as a guaranteed vote-winner. Candidates can make choices about the issues they emphasise, but voters weigh a whole campaign. The midterms suggest that relentless attacks on a minority group may carry political risks, particularly when they crowd out the concerns people face in everyday life. (Sources: Associated Press; The Atlantic.)
It's a hopeful result for LGBTQ+ communities, but the next campaigns will show whether politicians have learnt from it.
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