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More Americans than ever voted in the presidential primaries in 2016. Voter turnout rates, 

based on Michael McDonald’s estimates of the voting eligible population, were slightly down 

from 2008, the last election cycle in which both parties had contested nomination contests. 

Fifteen percent of eligible voters cast ballots in the Republican primaries, up from 11% in 

2008 and 15% of voters cast ballots in the Democratic primaries, down from 20% in 2008. 

Adding in third party primaries, total turnout in states holding primaries was 29% of those eligi-

ble to vote, compared to 31% of eligible voters in 2008 and 17% in 2012.  

In this report, we draw on data from FairVote’s comprehensive Popular Vote Totals 2016 

spreadsheet
1
 that tracked votes cast in primaries and caucuses during the 2016 nomination 

contest, and from Dr. Michael McDonald and the The United States Elections Project,
2
 which 

is the go-to resource for data on eligible voters and partisan voter turnout data since 2000. 

We summarize trends and changes in presidential primary turnout in 2016, in particular: 

1. National voter turnout in 2016 presidential primaries compared to presidential primary sea-

sons since 2000. 

2. Voter participation in each party’s primaries in 2016, compared to 2000 and 2008. 

3. The states with the highest and lowest presidential primary turnout, in total and for each 

party. 

4. The states in which turnout increased and decreased the most from 2008. 

5. An in-depth comparison of turnout in the 23 states in which primaries for both parties were 

competitive in both 2008 and 2016, exploring relative turnout in states with open and 

closed primaries, and states that have 

changed their voter access laws. 

 
 

Nationally, presidential primary turnout re-

mains near 2008 levels 

 

The 2016 presidential primary season is complet-

ed, and more than 60 million Americans cast a 

ballot in a primary election.
3
 That represents ap-

proximately 27% of the voting eligible population 

across the nation). That’s more than double the 

number of Americans who voted in the 2012 pres-

idential primaries, when only the Republican nom-

ination was contested and 28 million Americans 

cast ballots (13% of the voting eligible population 

across the nation, Figure 1). The number of Amer-

icans participating in the 2016 presidential prima-

ries surpassed the number who cast ballots in 

2008, in which 58 million Americans (27% of the voting eligible population across the nation in 

2008) voted in a presidential primary. According to the Federal Election Commission, in 2004 

and 2000, just 24 million
4
  and 36 million

5
 Americans voted in a presidential primary election.  
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Not all states held primaries, and so the total number of American adults voting does not re-

veal the whole story about participation in presidential primaries. Voter turnout -- the total 

votes cast divided by the total voting eligible population in the states that held primaries for 

both major parties -- is a better measure. 

 

In 2016, presidential primary voter turnout nearly matched turnout in 2008. A total of 40 states 

held primaries in 2016
6
, with 35 states holding primaries for both major parties. In these 35 

states, 29% percent of the eligible population cast a ballot. That’s up from 2012, when 17% of 

eligible Americans cast ballots in the 30 states (and DC) that held primaries for both major po-

litical parties. Turnout in 2016 is down only slightly, compared to 2008, when 31% of eligible 

Americans voted in the 35 states (and DC) that held primaries for both major parties. In 2000, 

in the 37 states (and DC) that held primaries for both parties, 21% of the eligible population 

turned out to vote. At least as far as presidential nominating contests go, we are in a period of 

relatively high levels of participation. However, it is still the case that presidential primary voter 

turnout is about half that of the general election turnout. 

 

While in sum voter turnout barely changed in 2016 from 2008 levels, turnout within the two 

major parties’ primary contests diverged markedly.  

 

More voters participate in the Republican presidential primary; fewer in the Democratic 

primary 

 

More Americans than ever voted in the Republican Party primary, with 15% (30.2 million) of 

eligible Americans voting in the 38 Republican primaries held around the country in 2016. 

This is up from 2008, when 11% (22 million) voted in the 40 primaries that eventually nominat-

ed Senator John McCain. According to data from the Federal Election Commission, this is sig-

nificantly up from 2000, when 8% (or 20 million) of eligible Americans turned out in the 43 

states that held Republican primaries. 

 

Turnout in the Democratic Party nominations contests returned to more normal levels after the 

record-breaking levels of participation seen in 2008 for the Democratic nominee, then-Senator 

Barack Obama. Six million fewer eligible voters (29.9 million) participated in the 37 Democrat-

ic primaries held around the nation (with a turnout of 15% of eligible Americans) in 2016. In 

2008, 20% (36 million) of eligible voters voted in the 38 Democratic primaries held around the 

country. In the 2000 contest that nominated Al Gore, 12% (14 million) of the eligible voters 

voted in Democratic primaries in 40 states.  

 

FairVote tracked votes cast for withdrawn candidates in its Popular Vote spreadsheet
1
. In the 

Democratic contest, 110,243 votes were counted for candidates like Martin O’Malley who had 

already withdrawn from the race. In the Republican contest, 1,768,884 votes for withdrawn 

candidates were counted after they had withdrawn from the race, including 626,441 votes 

when the nomination contest was still in doubt. In all, 6% of voters cast ballots for withdrawn 
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candidates. Based on comparisons of votes cast early and on Election Day for active candi-

dates and withdrawn candidates in Arizona, the great majority of these voters would have cast 

their ballots differently is aware that their preferred candidate was no longer in the race. 

 

Voter turnout was higher in the Midwest and New England 

 

Overall turnout varied widely (Figure 2). In 2016, turnout was highest in New Hampshire 

(52%), the first state to hold its primary. Turnout was also very high in Wisconsin (49%). In 

Louisiana, by contrast, only 18% of eligible voters cast a ballot in the presidential nomination 

contest. Turnout was below 20% in South Dakota, while in the northeastern states of New 

Jersey, Connecticut and New York turnout was 21%.  

Turnout steady in most states, but up sharply in Michigan and Wisconsin 

 

In two-thirds of states, turnout changed only slightly in 2016 compared to 2008, with declines 

or increases of less than two percentage points of eligible voters. However, in South Dakota, 

New Jersey and California, turnout declined by more than 6 percentage points (Figure 3). In 

South Dakota, turnout dropped by a third (from 28% in 2008 to 19% in 2016). In New Jersey,  
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turnout declined from 29% in 2008 to 21% in 2016. In California, turnout decreased 6 points 

between 2008 and 2016, from 35% to 29%.Texas and Ohio also saw turnout decreases de-

spite having contested Republican primaries won by home-state candidates. 

Turnout increased in Midwestern states, most notably Michigan and Wisconsin. Almost one 

million more voters cast ballots in Michigan’s primaries in 2016 than in 2008, with a big factor 

being that Obama was not on the 2008 ballot due to party sanctions for the state moving its 

primary date close to the New Hampshire primary. In Wisconsin turnout rose from 37% in 

2008 to 49% in 2016, the second highest in the nation (after New Hampshire). Turnout also 

increased slightly in Virginia, New Mexico and New Hampshire.  

 

Republican voter turnout lowest in the Northeast and West; Democratic Party turnout 

low in the South 

 

Within the Republican Party, voter turnout was highest in New Hampshire (28%) and Wiscon-

sin (26%), both states which typically have high levels of voter participation relative to the rest 

of the country. In both states, over a quarter of eligible voters cast ballots in the Republican 

Primary. Voter turnout in Republican contests was lowest in the Northeast and the West. Few-

er than one in ten eligible Americans cast a ballot in the Republican primary in seven states, 

including Donald Trump’s home state of New York, New Jersey, California and New Mexico.  

 

While only one in fifteen (7%) eligible New Yorkers voted in the Republican primary, this was 

actually an increase on 2008 (when 5% of eligible New Yorkers voted in the Republican pri-

mary). In three states, Republican turnout doubled from 2008: Wisconsin (10% in 2008 to 

26% in 2016), Indiana (9% to 23%) and Mississippi (7% to 19%). In four states, voter turnout 

declined in Republican contests from 2008: California (13% to 9%), New Jersey (10% to 7%), 

North Carolina (21% to 16%), and New Mexico (8% to 7%). 

 

In the Democratic Party, voter turnout was also high in New Hampshire (24%) and Wisconsin 

(23%), though in both those states more ballots were cast in the Republican primary than the 

Democratic. Voter turnout was the highest in the Democratic primaries in Vermont (27%) and 

Massachusetts (24%). By contrast, less than one in ten eligible Americans cast a ballot in the 

Democratic primaries in Tennessee, Texas, South Dakota, and Louisiana.  

 

Turnout in the Democratic primary increased in only one state: Michigan, which was not con-

tested by Democrats in 2008 as Barack Obama was not on the ballot. Democratic turnout 

doubled in Michigan (from 8% in 2008 to 16% in 2016), breaking records that were set in 

1972 during George McGovern’s primary loss to George Wallace. In at least two Michigan 

townships, clerks ran out of Democratic ballots at noon
7
 on Election Day, and had to request 

a second batch from the city clerk. In the other 35 states that held Democratic primaries in 

2000 and 2008, turnout was lower than the historic highs of 2008. The largest declines were 

seen in Montana (37% to 16%), West Virginia (32% to 17%), Indiana (28% to 13%), Ohio 

(28% to 14%), and Texas (19% to 8%).  
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Spotlight on Competitive Nomination Contests  
By Molly Rockett and Demarquin Johnson 

 

In this spotlight, we take a close look at changes in presidential primary turnout in 2016 com-
pared to 2008 in the 23 states that held competitive primaries for both major parties in those 
years. A competitive primary is one in which more than one candidate for each party actively 
campaigns in that state and where no candidate has won enough delegates to be considered 
the presumptive nominee. We compare turnout in these competitive primary states within the 
political parties and explore the different dynamics in open and closed primary states, and 
states that have made changes to voter access laws. In addition to the popular votes spread-
sheet, our analysis draws on this spreadsheet, which compares turnout in 2008 to 2016

8
. Key 

findings include: 

 Overall Turnout in Competitive Primary States Flat: Turnout in states with competi-
tive primaries for both parties in both 2008 and 2016 was 31% in both 2016 and 2008. 

 

 Republican Turnout Rises, Democratic Turnout Declines: While turnout in competi-
tive primary states did not change, turnout within the two major parties’ primary contests 
diverged. In the average Republican state, participation increased 51% (from 11% to 16% 
of the eligible population), and in the average Democratic state, participation decreased 
23% (from 19% to 15% of the eligible population). The record-breaking participation seen 
in 2008 for the Democratic nominee, then-Senator Barack Obama, likely contributed to the 
relative decline among Democratic turnout in this year’s contest. 

 

 Open Primaries Affect Republican and Democratic Turnout: The mean increase in 
Republican turnout among open primary states was 68% up from 11% to 19% of the vot-
ing eligible population. In closed primary states, however, the mean increase among Re-
publicans was only 29%, up from 9% to 11% of the voting eligible population. The mean 
decrease in Democratic turnout among open primary states was 31%, as turnout dropped 
from 21% to 15% of the voting eligible population. Among closed primary states, the mean 
decrease among Democrats was only 11%, down from 15% to 13% of the voting eligible 
population. These factors, combined with unchanged overall turnout, provides evidence of 
party switching and new voter participation. 

 

 Uneven Turnout Impact in New Laws Reducing Voter Access: We examined mean 
turnout and the change in mean turnout in the 23 states that have held primaries and intro-
duced or toughened their voter ID laws since 2008 as compared to those states that did 
not change their voter ID laws. While overall turnout remained comparable, we observed 
significant contrasts when segmented by party. Total turnout in states who tightened their 
ID laws, mostly in the South, was 32%, while total turnout in states without ID law was 
34%, and total turnout in states who did not change their ID laws was 27%. Republican 
participation increased by an average of 38% in states that did not change their ID law and 
by the same margin in states that never implemented an ID law, but increased 77% in 
states that introduced voter ID laws since 2008. For Democrats, turnout in states that 
strengthened ID laws declined by an average of 31% and declined by 25% in states that 
made no changes to their ID laws. However, turnout only declined 6% in states that never 
implemented an ID law. 

 

 Assessing turnout of other laws designed to improve voter access: We examined 
the potential impact of three laws designed to improve voter access involving early voting, 
Election Day registration and no-fault absentee. But the one state that adopted it for all 
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voters, Connecticut, had only 21% turnout, representing a 2% decrease from 2008. The 

one state that adopted it for all early voters, Maryland, had a turnout increase of 6.4%. The 

one state that removed it for all early voters, North Carolina, held its 2008 primary after 

John McCain became the presumptive nominee, but experienced a decrease in turnout, 

from 21% in 2008 to 16% in 2016. The presence of a no-fault absentee law and early vot-

ing laws did not show a clear impact on turnout.  

 

Level Voter Turnout in 2016 

 

Turnout in competitive states was remarkably consistent between 2008 and 2016, with about 

31% of eligible voters participating in the primaries in the 23 competitive states in each year. 

Indeed, as the scatter plot below illustrates (Figure 4), voter turnout in the presidential prima-

ries remained consistent within individual states. States with high turnout in 2008, such as 

New Hampshire, also experienced high turnout in 2016. Similarly, states with low turnout in 

2008, like Louisiana, New York, and Connecticut, once again experienced low turnout in 

2016. The only significant outlier is Wisconsin, where turnout increased dramatically in 2016.  
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Different Trends within the Parties 

 

While voter turnout remained even within competitive states and overall, turnout in each party 

changed significantly (Figure 5). Republican turnout increased, with 17% of the eligible popu-

lation in the 23 competitive states turning out to vote, compared to 11% in 2008. By contrast, 

turnout in Democratic primaries declined, from 19% of the eligible population to 14%. 

and groups of states with different primary and voter access rules.  

 

 

 

Turnout Decreased the Most in Open Democratic Primaries 

 

A comparison of the mean increases and decreases in turnout between open primary states, 

closed primary states, and hybrid voting states (Figure 6, below) reveals stark differences be-

tween parties, particularly in open primary states. The patterns suggest that the near universal 

increase in participation in the Republican contests is likely a combination of new voters who 

skipped the 2008 contest, in addition to an increase in the number of independents and Dem-

ocrats who chose to cast Republican ballots in open primary states.  
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Republican Turnout Increases, Even in Closed Primaries 

 

In the average closed primary state (determined by taking the mean of the increases in partic-

ipation in all closed primary states included in this sample), Republican turnout increased by 

about 29%. In the seven closed primary states we examined, Republican turnout increased 

even in states like Arizona and Florida, where statewide primary participation fell. 

 

In closed primary states, there are a variety of restrictions on who is allowed to participate. 

Many states have very early party-change deadlines, for example, meaning voters must 

switch their party affiliation months before the election if they intend to participate in that par-

ty’s primary. Independents and unaffiliated voters are barred completely from casting ballots 

in closed primary contests. Because of these restrictions, turnout changes in closed primary 

states are likely due in large part to different proportions of party voters turning out rather than 

party switching or independent voters. 

 

The increase in Republican turnout in these states indicates that voters who did not partici-

pate in the 2008 contests are turning out in 2016. Some are new voters, participating in their 

first primary; others are voters who voted Republican in the past, but stayed at home in 2008. 

Because unaffiliated and Democratic voters do not have access to Republican ballots in 

closed primaries, and the process of changing party affiliation often requires a good deal of 

planning and effort, the increase in Republican turnout in closed primary states is unlikely to 

be largely due to en masse party switching or unaffiliated voters affiliating, although there 

have been efforts encouraging people to “ditch and switch”
9
. In Pennsylvania, for example, 

only an estimated 200,000 voters switched
10

 parties, representing about 2.5% of the 

8,273,703 registered voters
11

 in that state. 

Greater Increases in Republican Turnout in Open Primaries 

 

Significant increases in Republican turnout, significant decreases in Democratic turnout, and 

relatively little change in turnout overall are apparent in many states across the country. How-

ever, among open primary states this trend is more extreme. On average, Democratic turnout 

decreased more, and Republican turnout increased more in open primary states, with an in-

crease in turnout among open primary states. In contrast, in closed primary states, turnout 

losses for Democrats and gains for Republicans were smaller and total turnout declined 

slightly. 

 

The national wave of increased Republican turnout is most apparent in the eleven open pri-

mary states we considered. In fact, the mean increase in Republican turnout in open primary 

states (68%) is more than double that of closed primary states (29%). The median increase in 

Republican turnout is 33% among closed primaries states and 58% among open primaries 

states. Wisconsin, one of the two states where turnout doubled for Republicans, holds an 

open primary. The smallest increase in turnout among open primary states was in Georgia, 

where Republicans still saw a 23% increase in turnout from 2008.  
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In Democratic primaries, decreases in turnout is steeper in open primary states compared to 

closed primary states. Democratic turnout is down in almost all states across the country, but 

the mean decrease in closed primaries (11%) is more than twenty points less than the mean 

decrease in open primaries (31%). In closed primary states, the mean decrease in Democrat-

ic turnout is well below the national mean (24%). In open primary states, the mean decrease 

is well above the national mean. The larger declines in Democratic primary turnout in open 

primaries states might suggest that some independent voters who opted to vote in their 

state’s Democratic primary in 2008 are amongst the ranks of voters choosing not to turnout to 

the Democratic primaries this year. 

 

Party Switching in Republican Contests 

 

Overall turnout in open primary states was relatively constant from 2008 to 2016: turnout rose 

slightly from 32% to 34% in open primary states and stayed static in closed primary states at 

24%. But this apparent static turnout obscures significant changes in Republican turnout, with 

Republican turnout rising more in open primary states, from 11% to 19%, on average. Many 

of these new voters might include long-time Republicans who were newly inspired to vote in 

2016, but if that were the case, we would have expected similar increases in closed primary 

states. In closed primary states, however, Republican turnout only increased from 9% to 11%, 

on average. 

 

Who, then, are the other voters contributing to the heightened levels of participation in Repub-

lican primaries in open primary states this year? Turnout increases in Republican primaries in 

open primary states are likely the result of not just of an influx of new voters, but also regular 

independent and Democratic voters who switched over to participate in the Republican con-

test this year. The possibility of party switching is most clearly demonstrated in the open   
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primary states with very small changes in turnout but large changes in Republican turnout. 

 

In South Carolina, for example, turnout did not meaningfully change compared to 2008, while 

Republican turnout increased 47% and Democratic turnout decreased 39%. In 2016, the re-

duction in Democratic turnout in South Carolina was almost twice the national mean (23%) 

and national median (25%), suggesting that the drop in turnout is not entirely explained by the 

expected decrease in Democrats participating in the Democratic primary following Obama’s 

historic 2008 campaign. In 2016, South Carolina Democrats had good reason to turn out: the 

state voted immediately after Iowa and New Hampshire, when neither Hillary Clinton nor Ber-

nie Sanders could claim a commanding delegate lead. After Clinton narrowly won Iowa and 

Sanders won by a landslide in New Hampshire, each candidate looked to solidify their mo-

mentum in South Carolina and Nevada. 

 

In 2008, South Carolina was in a similar position, facing a high stakes choice between Obama 

and Clinton and a last chance for the campaign of John Edwards. South Carolina Democrats 

voted on January 26th, only the fifth state to cast Democratic ballots and, as in 2016, the third 

sanctioned contest. These comparably competitive positions on the primary calendar in both 

years make the drop in turnout for 2016 particularly stark in this state. 

 

Simultaneously, South Carolina Republican turnout soared by 47%, almost matching the na-

tional mean of 51%. South Carolina’s flat primary turnout, larger than expected decline in 

Democratic turnout, and significant increase in Republican turnout suggest that some voters 

who participated in the Democratic primary in 2008 switched to the Republican primary in 

2016 and, when combined with voters who sat out for the 2008 Republican contest, slightly 

drove up Republican participation. South Carolina Republican voters cast a ballot when six 

candidates, Trump, Kasich, Bush, Carson, Rubio and Cruz remained in the race. 

 

While differences clearly exist between open primary states and closed primary states, other 

factors are also at work contributing to the steep increase in Republican turnout and a decline 

in Democratic turnout in 2016. In addition to the type of primary used in a state, legal changes 

since 2008 may also help explain turnout differences between states and parties.  

 

Turnout and Election Laws 
 

Early Voting 

In the analysis, the 23 states are separated to compare changes in turnout related to early 

voting practices. Early voting is any in-person opportunity to cast a ballot at a polling place be-

fore Election Day. Four categories are employed: states that removed early voting since 2008, 

states that enacted early voting since 2008, states that kept early voting since 2008, states 

that never used early voting since 2008. In the mean state that removed early voting practices 

turnout increased 7% since 2008, resulting in an overall turnout of 37%. By contrast, the turn-

out in the mean state that introduced early voting did not budge from 2008 levels, maintaining 

an overall turnout of 29%. These two groupings are made up of four and two states, respec-
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-tively. Seven states maintained the early voting policies since their 2008 primaries. The mean 

state with consistent use saw turnout decrease 1% and experienced an overall turnout of 

29%. Ten states did not offer early voting in 2008 or 2016. The mean state in this group’s 

turnout increased 1% and had an overall turnout of 31%. Early voting laws do not appear on 

this limited evidence--statewide or by party-- to be associated with an increase in voter turn-

out. 

 

Election Day Registration 

Election Day registration is the practice of allowing voters to show up to their polling place, 

register to vote, and cast a ballot on the official voting day. Connecticut is the only state to 

make a change to its law to affect all voters since 2008, while Maryland changed its law so 

that voters who participated in early voting could register at the polls. Connecticut saw a 2% 

increase in turnout, resulting in only a 21% statewide turnout. Turnout in Maryland was 33%, 

up from 31% in 2008. 

 

The mean state that offered Election Day registration in 2008 and 2016 increased turnout 

15% bringing the overall turnout to 51%. The mean state that never implemented Election 

Day registration laws saw no change in turnout and witnessed 30% overall turnout. When re-

viewed, the data, collectively and segmented by party, show an overall increase in turnout 

with Election Day registration. However, the lack of impact in Connecticut counters this trend. 

More research is needed to substantiate to what degree Election Day Registration affects 

turnout. 

 

No-Fault Absentee 

Across the country, there are various methods for voters to participate in the electoral process 

without physically showing up to their local polling place. Absentee voting comes in different 

forms, but this analysis focuses on states that do not require an excuse to vote by mail. States 

are divided into three categories based on 2008 and 2016 primary laws: states that removed 

no-fault absentee voting, states that implemented no-fault absentee voting, and states that 

made no changes. 

 

The mean state that removed no-fault absentee voting saw a 6% increase and 27% turnout. 

In Illinois, the only state that added no-fault absentee voting, turnout increased 17% on 2008, 

resulting in 39% turnout. Among the states that never allowed no-fault absentee voting elec-

tion law, the mean state turnout neither increased nor decreased leaving the overall turnout at 

30%. For those states that allowed the practice in 2008 and 2016, the mean state increased 

its turnout 1%, resulting in an overall turnout of 34%. Additionally, the data did not reveal any-

thing significant when separated by party. This election policy, seemingly, does not have a 

notable influence given the limited data.  
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Voter ID 

While various ID requirements have been imposed since the mid-20th century, many states 

enacted more restrictive laws (in the strict non-photo and strict photo categories) following the 

Supreme Court’s ruling in Crawford v. Marion County Election Board. Proponents of such leg-

islation defend their laws as mechanisms to curb unchecked voter fraud. Opponents of restric-

tive ID requirements argue that there is little evidence of voter fraud and the laws are simply 

designed to curb voter turnout, specifically among the elderly, the indigent, and racial and eth-

nic minorities. 

 

Not all voter ID laws are designed in the same way, with some giving voters more options for 

voter IDs or the ability to cast affidavit ballots when they do not have ID. Such differences 

matter, and warrant more state-specific analysis. For the purposes of this report, however, we 

take a more general approach. To assess the impact of voter ID laws on turnout in states 

holding competitive presidential primaries for both major parties, three categories were com-

pared: states that increased their ID requirements since 2008, states that kept ID laws since 

2008, states that never implemented ID laws. Overall, the findings revealed insignificant differ-

ences in turnout and changes in turnout but significant differences between turnout changes 

between Republicans and Democrats in the two categories. 

 

The data reveal insignificant differences in mean state turnout between the categories. The 

mean 2016 turnout in states with ID law changes is 32%, states that never implemented an ID 

law is 34%, and states that maintained ID laws is 27%. Mean turnout in states that strength-

ened their voter ID laws only increased by two points, mean turnout in states the never imple-

mented an ID law increased by six points, and mean turnout in states that maintained ID laws 

decreased two points. These values, when compared, represent small differences. In all, 

there are only minor differences between the three groups of states regarding turnout and 

change in turnout overall that are well within the margin of error. 

 

However, the turnout data expose a clear disparity once divided by party. The mean state’s 

Democratic participation decreased by 25% in states that maintained an ID law in 2008 and 

2016 compared to a 6% decrease in states that never implemented an ID law. For states that 

strengthened their ID laws, the mean Democratic participation decreased by 31%. By con-

trast, Republican participation increased by 65% in states that introduced voter ID laws and 

increased 38% in states that maintained an ID law or never implemented and ID law. 

 

The larger decline in Democratic voter turnout in states that increased restrictions on voting is 

noteworthy. Legislators who promote voter identification laws typically argue that voter imper-

sonation occurs to some degree. If voter impersonation was widespread, we would expect a 

decline in average voter turnout (or at least less of an increase) in states with ID law changes 

since 2008. Instead, the data show little to no change and leaves the assertion unsubstantiat-

ed. Opponents of voter ID laws would expect a decline in participation among Democrats be-

cause the burden of getting the required ID disproportionately affects low-income and racial 

and ethnic minority voters, who tend to be Democrats. The data, on face value, hint towards 
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this claim. As mentioned, states that increased their voter identification requirements had a 

substantial decrease in average Democratic turnout since 2008. The geographic makeup of 

the groups serves as a contributing factor that contextualizes the disparity. 

 

In the Spotlight: Voter ID Laws and Southern States 

 

The geographic difference between the two categories undoubtedly influenced turnout. Using 

regional divisions organized by the U.S. Census Bureau, it is notable that more than three-

quarter of states with increased voter ID requirements since 2008 are in the South. Only a 

quarter of states that did not change ID laws are located in the South. There are reasons to 

expect Republican turnout to be stronger and Democratic turnout to be weaker in the South 

than other regions this primary season compared to 2008, such as the number of competitive 

candidates in the Republican contest and the absence of an African American candidate in 

the Democratic contest in heavily African American primary electorates. 

 

In 2016, many southern states held primaries on or near Super Tuesday, also dubbed the 

“SEC Primary” (referencing the Southeastern Conference in the NCAA), and received highly 

visible media coverage. Increased publicity often translates into increased turnout. Additional-

ly, the Republican race was highly competitive, due to the “Trump Effect” and multiple south-

ern candidates in the race. Donald Trump’s populist message about immigration woes along 

the southern border and departures from GOP orthodoxy seems to have enlarged the Repub-

lican base and invigorated citizens to show up and vote in the primaries. This, coupled with 

the multiple candidates with southern ties, ensured that the South was an especially important 

battleground. For Democrats, Bernie Sanders’ brand of populism was less engaging in the 

South than in other regions. Public polling and Sanders, himself, acknowledged Hillary Clinton 

held a sizeable advantage. Election analysis
12

 has demonstrated a direct correlation between 

turnout and competition. With this information, it is understandable that Democratic turnout 

would be lower than normal and Republican turnout would be higher than normal in the South 

during this year’s nomination contests. 

Another component impacting the parties’ turnout differentials is the demographic makeup of 

the South. Compared to other regions, the South has a significant African American popula-

tion. African American voters are more likely to vote in Democratic primaries. During the 2008 

primary race, the South witnessed an influx of first-time primary voters, predominantly African 

American, participating to support President Barack Obama. The wave of new voters resulted 

in higher than normal turnout for Democrats in the South. This voting bloc lacks the same in-

centives to show up to polling places this primary season. On the Republican side, in 2008, 

the candidate pool had failed to uniquely combat the low-approval rating of the incumbent Re-

publican president. This was not unique to the South, but it was exaggerated due to the many 

low-income, low-education voters that comprise the Republican base in the South. “Unlikely 

voters” tend to have less income and educational attainment
13

 and often need powerful push 

and/or pull factors to participate in elections. Without motivation, Republican voters were less 

inclined to engage in the nomination contests in 2008 than they were in 2016. 
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When the 2008 and 2016 political climates are conjoined, the coalition of southern states 

greatly influence the interpretation of the turnout data. This influence mitigates the severe 

contrasts between states with and states without new ID laws. The high turnout in Democratic 

primaries in 2008 means that it is difficult to attribute the decline in participation in 2016 to the 

adoption voter ID laws alone. Conversely, the high turnout in Republican contests in 2016 is 

most likely unrelated to the introduction of voter ID laws. However, the data raise important 

questions about the impact of voter ID laws.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adjusted Methodology 

We relied on the Elections Project
14

 for estimates of eligible voters in 2008 and in 2016 and 

for votes cast in the 2008 primaries. In contrasting the 2008 and 2016 primary season, we on-

ly examine states that held competitive primaries in both 2008 and in 2016 for both major par-

ties. We categorize a state as competitive if they meet the three-prong criterion: the primary 

had multiple candidates with viable pathways to nomination; the primary was the only mecha-

nism for expressing presidential preference; and the primary state’s had full voting privileges 

for delegates. This analysis excludes caucuses because they are fundamentally different from 

primaries in terms of their format and the voter turnout they yield.  
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Endnotes 

1 
Online at: www.popularvote2016.com 

2 
Online at: http://www.electproject.org/ 

3 
These numbers represent certified results through July 14th, 2016. 

4 
Online at: http://www.fec.gov/pubrec/fe2004/federalelections2004.pdf  

5 
Online at: http://www.fec.gov/pubrec/fe2000/2000presprim.htm  

6 
In 2016, we exclude states like Washington that held non-binding primaries; in earlier 

years, these are included in the data obtained from the Federal Election Commission (FEC) 

and the U.S.Elections Project. For instance, Michigan’s Democratic primary was non-binding 

in 2012,but the vote tally is included in the 2012 data. Similarly, Delaware held a non-binding 

Democratic primary in 2000, which is included in the 2000 analysis. By contrast, Nebraska's 

2016 non-binding primary is excluded form the analysis. Additionally, in the first section of this 

analysis we base turnout rates on data from Michael McDonald's U.S. Elections Project (2008 

and 2012) and the FEC (2000 and 2004) for votes cast in Democratic, Republican and minor 

party primaries. Our analysis thus differs from some of McDonald's, which typically uses "total 

ballots cast" (a larger number that can include undervotes from voters who cast ballots for 

other offices up for election but did not vote in the presidential primaries) as the numerator.    

7 
Online at: http://www.mlive.com/news/

index.ssf/2016/03/2016_michigan_primary_voter_tu.html  

8 
Online at: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/

d/1NTXR50PCvVj98zyjRflc_eu9zGA9W9WQUPq-G076pN8/edit#gid=805065399  

9 
Online at: http://www.pennlive.com/news/2016/03/ditch_and_switch_trump_may_be.html  

10 
Online at: http://wnep.com/2016/03/28/voters-rush-to-register-and-change-parties/  

11 
Online at: http://www.dos.pa.gov/VotingElections/Documents/2016%20Election%20VR%

20Stats.pdf  

12 
Online at: http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/primary-turnout-means-nothing-for-the-general-

election/  

13 
Online at: http://www.people-press.org/2012/11/01/nonvoters-who-they-are-what-they-think/  

14
 Online at: http://www.electproject.org/2008p  

 


