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America Goes to the Polls 2008: 
A REPORT ON VOTER TURNOUT IN THE 2008 PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARY 

 

Summary 
 
The 2008 presidential primary galvanized American voters. Voter turnout set records, with 
over a quarter of eligible voters casting a ballot. Participation was up even among 
populations usually underrepresented at the polls, such as young people and Latinos.  
Turnout jumps were especially dramatic in the highly-contested Democratic primary 
election.   

Many factors were responsible for these increases, including but not limited to the 
competitiveness of the Democratic primary, recent election reforms in the states and 
compelling issues like the war and economy. The 2008 election provides fresh evidence of 
the difference made by meaningful competition and a diverse field of candidates and the 
higher levels of voter mobilization and participation this engenders. 

! An unprecedented 58.7 million voters � more than one in four of all eligible 
voters - participated in a primary or caucus.  This number far exceeds the 
previous primary participation record of over 35 million, set in 19881.  This is also 
well above the 33 million that participated the last time both party nominations were 
contested in 2000.   

" Voter participation in Democratic primaries was up 112% and caucuses by 
223% compared to its last most similar primary season in 2004.  The turnout of 
voters in Democratic primaries doubled and tripled in the caucuses. 

# Voter participation in Republican primaries was up 10% and caucuses rose 
more modestly by 70% compared to the most similar primary season in 2000. 

" Youth participation rose at a faster rate than any other age group.  Youth 
participation doubled and tripled in primaries and caucuses.  Turnout by voters ages 
18-29 went up for the third consecutive national election year, also rising in the 
national elections of 2004 and 2006.  

# Latino voter participation surged in many states, including Texas and 
California.  A report by the Pew Hispanic Center profiles huge increases in turnout 
of Latino voters in Texas and California where a third of voters turning out in the 
Democratic primaries were of Hispanic origin.  Latino turnout was up but uneven in 
other states and unchanged in New York and Arizona. 

                                                
1 http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/ 
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Voter Turnout in 2008 Presidential Primary 
Overall Comparison of 2000, 2004 and 2008 

 

 
While some states had different primary dates, participation numbers are generally comparable 
as an aggregate.  Most every state used the same election method, a primary or caucus, as 
they did in the last most comparable primary season.  For the Republican Party, the most 
similar primary season to this year was 2000; for the Democratic Party it was 2004.  
 
$ 58,748,142 voters turned out in the 2008 primary season�s 80 major party primaries (39 

Dem., 41 Rep.) and 22 state caucuses2 (12 Dem.,10 Rep.)  

$ Voter participation in 2008 was 76% higher than 2000 and 135% higher than 2004. 

 

Total Voter Participation in 2008 Primaries and Caucuses 
compared to 2000 and 2004 
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Source: David Leip�s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, The Green Papers, State Election offices 

                                                
2 Washington held both caucuses and primaries.  The party caucuses select the delegates for the 
conventions.  There is also a popular nonbinding primary where voters vote their preferences.  This report 
uses the more turnout numbers from the preference primaries more comparable to prior years. 

A record one in four (28%) of the country�s estimated 210,000,000 
eligible voters participated in a primary or caucus- a rate not seen 
since 1972, when the voting age was lowered to 18. 
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Participation Growth in 2008 by Party Primaries 

 
$ Democrats: Voter turnout in Democratic primaries rose 112% over 2004 and 162 % over 

2000.  Voter turnout increased in every Democratic primary compared to 2004 � more than 
doubling in 16 of the states with comparable primaries. 

$ Republicans: Voter turnout in Republican primaries went up 10%.  2004 cannot be 
compared to this year as the incumbent President was largely unopposed. 

$ Among states with the highest Democratic turnout growth were Mississippi, Rhode 
Island, Texas and Utah; Republican turnout increased most in Arkansas, Florida 
and Oklahoma.  

Turnout in 37 Democratic Primaries 2000, 2004 and 2008: Up 112%(over 04) 
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Turnout in 41 Republican Primaries 2000, 2004 and 2008: Up 10% (over 00) 
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Source: David Leip�s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, The Green Papers, State Election offices 

Turnout more than doubled in Democratic primaries over 2004.  
Republican turnout also rose modestly from the party�s competitive 
2000 race. 
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Participation Growth in 2008 by Party Caucuses 

 
$ Democrats: The number of voters participating in Democratic caucuses tripled when 

compared to 2004.  Participation rose in Democratic caucuses by more than 509,000 
voters (223%) over 2004, most dramatically in Democratic caucuses in Iowa, Idaho and 
Kansas. 

$ Republicans: Republicans held caucuses in 10 states.  Participation was 72% higher in 
the four with comparable data to 2000, with the biggest change in Alaska and Minnesota. 

Participation in 10 Democratic Caucuses 2000, 2004 and 2008: Up 223% 
Only caucuses with comparable numbers to 2004 included 
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Participation in 4 Republican Caucuses 2000, 2004 and 2008: Up 72% 
Only caucuses with comparable numbers to 2000 included 
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Source: David Leip�s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, The Green Papers, State Election offices 

Caucus participation more than doubled in Democratic primaries 
over the 2004 contest.  Republican caucus participation also rose 
compared to its last contested primary in 2000. 
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2008 State Voter Turnout Rank 
Only including states where both major parties held primaries. Turnout as a percent of eligible voters 

Besides competitive elections or the date of the primary, a number of factors influence voter 
turnout. For example: 
 

$ Election Day Registration (EDR):  Allowing voters to register or fix their registration at the polls 
ensures that more voters can successfully participate.  Of the states with some form of Election 
Day Registration, most held caucuses. The three states with primaries, Wisconsin, New 
Hampshire and North Carolina, had high participation. Voters in North Carolina, normally a 
lower turnout state, benefited from the state letting early voters to register and vote at the same 
time up until 3 days before the election. New Hampshire gets a boost from going first. 

$ Early Voting:  Allowing voters more and better opportunities to vote early can raise turnout 
in contests with traditionally lower turnout, like primaries3.  Four of the ten states with the 
highest 2008 voter turnout - Oregon, Illinois, Florida and California - have broad early 
voting systems in place.  

RANK STATE 
(source-US Election Project) 

Turnout % of 
Eligible Voters  RANK

STATE 
(source-US Election Project) 

Turnout % of 
Eligible Voters 

1 New Hampshire  52.5%   19 Oklahoma  28.7% 
2 California  41.7%   20 District of Columbia  28.5% 
3 Ohio  40.5%   21 Rhode Island  28.5% 
4 Oregon  39.7%   22 Kentucky  28.4% 
5 Vermont  39.2%   23 Texas  28.3% 
6 Massachusetts  38.7%   24 Maryland  27.3% 
7 Wisconsin  36.5%   25 Washington  27.3% 
8 Indiana  36.1%   26 Virginia  26.9% 
9 Florida  33.8%   27 Mississippi  26.5% 
10 Illinois  33.2%   28 Tennessee  26.4% 
11 North Carolina  32.8%   29 Arkansas  26.0% 
12 Georgia  32.7%   30 Arizona  23.7% 
13 Missouri  32.6%   31 Delaware  23.7% 
14 Pennsylvania  32.5%   32 Utah  23.7% 
15 Alabama  31.7%   33 Michigan  20.2% 
16 South Carolina  30.4%   34 New York  19.9% 
17 New Jersey  30.2%   35 Connecticut  19.8% 
18 South Dakota  28.9%   36 Louisiana  19.3% 

                                                
3 Early voting adds convenience for regular voters and can help more voters participate in lower turnout contests. Studies 
note potential drawbacks depending its use and implementation - problems associated with voting by mail or voting too early 
or how early voting may further skew income inequalities in voter participation.   

Election Day Registration and Early Voting most likely contributed to 
higher turnout in many states. 
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Youth Vote 2008 

 
Youth turnout � 
 
$ Increased in every primary state with comparable data when compared to the last 

presidential primary in 2000 when both parties had contested primaries. 

$ Rose at a faster rate than any other age group. 

$ Went up for the third consecutive federal election, reversing a downward or non-growth 
trend since the election of 1972, when the voting age was lowered to 18. 

 
Youth Voter Turnout in 2008 Primaries 

Including all comparable caucuses versus participation in the last similar  
competitive caucus for each party � Democrat-2004; Republican-2000 

 

% Increase in Youth Turnout in 2008 Primaries
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Source: Rock the Vote: CIRCLE (Center of Information and Research on Civic Learning and Education 
 

The participation of young voters 18 � 29 years old doubled or 
tripled in most every state with comparable election data. 
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Latino Vote 2008 
Analysis by the Pew Hispanic Center 

 
Latino voters � 
 
$ Increased to about 9% of eligible voters in 2008, continuing their steady growth into a 

sizeable share of the U.S. electorate. 

$ Made up over 30% of the voters in the Democratic contests in California, New Mexico and 
Texas. 

$ Doubled in California and rose sharply in Texas.  Turnout was uneven elsewhere, staying the 
same in Latino-dense New York and Arizona. 

Latino Vote Up in Texas and California 
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No Change in Latino Vote in Arizona and New York  
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The Latino vote continued to rise nationally, with some states 
showing very large increases- most notably Texas and 
California.  
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Appendices 
 

States Holding Party Primaries in 2008 
 

Democratic Primaries Republican Primaries 
Alabama  New Jersey  Alabama  New Hampshire 
Arizona  New Mexico  Arizona  New Jersey 
Arkansas  New York  Arkansas  New Mexico 
California  North Carolina  California  New York 
Connecticut  Ohio  Connecticut  North Carolina 
Delaware  Oklahoma  Delaware  Ohio 
Dist of Columbia  Oregon  Dist of Columbia  Oklahoma 
Florida  Pennsylvania  Florida  Oregon 
Georgia  Rhode Island  Georgia  Pennsylvania 
Illinois  South Carolina  Idaho  Rhode Island 
Indiana  South Dakota  Illinois  South Carolina 
Kentucky  Tennessee  Indiana  South Dakota 
Louisiana  Texas  Kentucky  Tennessee 
Maryland  Utah  Louisiana  Texas 
Massachusetts  Vermont  Maryland  Utah 
Michigan  Virginia  Massachusetts  Vermont 
Mississippi  Washington*  Michigan  Virginia 
Missouri  West Virginia  Mississippi  Washington* 
Montana  Wisconsin  Missouri  West Virginia 
New Hampshire    Montana  Wisconsin 
    Nebraska   

 
States Holding Party Caucuses in 2008 

 
Democratic Caucuses Republican Caucuses 

Alaska  Maine  Alaska  Maine 
Colorado  Minnesota  Colorado  Minnesota 
Hawaii  Nebraska  Hawaii  Nevada 
Idaho  Nevada  Iowa  North Dakota 
Iowa  North Dakota  Kansas  Wyoming 
Kansas  Wyoming    Washington* 
  Washington*     

 
 
* In Washington, the major parties held caucuses to select delegates for the convention.  There was also a popular 
preference primary where all voters could participate.  As this report focuses on overall participation, we use the 
turnout numbers from the preference primary, also more comparable to prior years.
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Voter Participation Change by State 
$ For states with comparable primaries and caucuses over the most similar primary year. 
$ In some states, change of date impacted turnout.  In most others, the larger factors were levels of 

competition and mobilization, as well as issues of voter enfranchisement and access.  Detailed 
information on dates and types of primaries or caucuses is at www.greenpapers.org. 

Dem Primaries Increase over 2004  Rep Primaries Increase over 2000 
Alabama 146%  Alabama 172% 
Arizona 91%  Arizona 68% 
Arkansas 18%  Arkansas 414% 
California 63%  California -29% 
Connecticut 173%  Connecticut -15% 
Delaware 189%  Delaware 69% 
District 192%  District 155% 
Florida 132%  Florida 179% 
Georgia 69%  Georgia 50% 
Illinois 67%  Idaho -21% 
Indiana 302%  Illinois 22% 
Kentucky 205%  Indiana 1% 
Louisiana 138%  Kentucky 116% 
Maryland 82%  Louisiana 57% 
Massachusetts 105%  Maryland -15% 
Michigan 267%  Massachusetts 0% 
Mississippi 466%  Michigan -32% 
Missouri 97%  Mississippi 26% 
Montana 94%  Missouri 24% 
New Hampshire 31%  Montana -16% 
New Jersey 431%  Nebraska -26% 
New Mexico 46%  New Hampshire 1% 
New York 160%  New Jersey 135% 
Ohio 93%  New Mexico 46% 
Oklahoma 38%  New York -16% 
Oregon 72%  North Carolina 60% 
Pennsylvania 192%  Ohio -22% 
Rhode Island 422%  Oklahoma 168% 
South Carolina 81%  Oregon -1% 
South Dakota 16%  Pennsylvania 23% 
Tennessee 69%  Rhode Island -25% 
Texas 243%  South Carolina -22% 
Utah 277%  South Dakota 34% 
Vermont 87%  Tennessee 121% 
Virginia 149%  Texas 21% 
West Virginia 41%  Utah 225% 
Wisconsin 34%  Vermont -51% 

Dem Caucuses Increase over 2000  Virginia -26% 
Colorado 1522%  Washington 8% 
Hawaii 820%  West Virginia 8% 
Idaho 333%  Wisconsin -17% 
Iowa 86%  Rep Caucuses Increase over 2000 
Kansas 1737%  Alaska 168% 
Maine 140%  Iowa 37% 
Minnesota 288%  Minnesota 240% 
Nevada 208%  North Dakota 8% 
North Dakota 80%    
Wyoming 1253%    
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Report Sources 
 
Primary turnout by state is affected by many factors.  The date of the election, the candidates, 
the interest level of voters, and the primary system used (party primary or caucus) can all 
impact participation. 
 
The type of primary held can make a particularly important difference.  Is the primary or caucus 
open only to registered voters of that party (a closed primary/caucus)?  Is it open to party 
members and unaffiliated or independent voters (a modified primary/caucus)?  Or, is it open to 
voters of any party (an open primary/caucus)? 
 
Overall, the primary seasons of 2000, 2004 and 2008 are comparable.  Most states used the 
same primary or caucus method that they had used in recent elections.  Recent population 
growth and demographic shifts were factors in some states� turnout rates, though to a lesser 
extent than they were in primaries of the 1990�s or before. 
 
Most of the turnout data is from Dave Leip�s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections.  The Atlas data 
was compared against and supplemented by The Green Papers � a website/blog dedicated 
almost entirely to the presidential contest.  Both sites get their data from official sources, such 
as the State Election Offices or the state political parties.  The data for 2008 is still �unofficial� in 
some late primary states, but reliable for purposes of general aggregation and comparisons. 
The report uses the United States Election Project for information on how the primary states 
ranked in percent of turnout of the state�s eligible voters. 
 
In addition, the report highlights analysis of youth and Latino turnout by CIRCLE, Rock the Vote 
and the Pew Hispanic Center.  Rock The Vote examined youth voting as reported by the major 
media exit polls used by MSNBC, CNN and others.  CIRCLE specializes in the study of youth 
voter and civic participation.  The Pew Hispanic Center has produced several studies of Latino 
voter turnout in prior elections, as well as reports on the 2008 primary. 
 
• Dave Leip�s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, www.electionatlas.org 

• United States Election Project, http://elections.gmu.edu 

• The Green Papers, www.greenpapers.org 

• CIRCLE, (Center of Information and Research on Civic Learning and Education), www.civicyouth.org 

• Rock the Vote, www.rockthevote.org 

• Pew Hispanic Center, www.pewhispanic.org 

• Edison Media Research and Mitofsky International, www.exit-poll.net 

 
For additional analysis of primary turnout, you can find a detailed summary of exit poll data on 
MSNBC�s website, www.msnbc.msn.com. 


