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Abstract: 

 

Objective: To examine the size, characteristics and attitudes of Unaffiliated party registrants as 

they compare to registrants from the two major parties. Methods: Analysis of publicly available 

voter registration files and voter history files, as well as analysis of Meredith Poll data from 

North Carolina. Results: 
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September 12, 2017 was a historic day in North Carolina politics—a day that reflected an 

unprecedented shift in voter behavior, shifted how politicians run campaigns, and might have 

even signaled a new era in political parties. Despite the importance of what occurred that day, the 

Democratic and Republican Parties didn’t send out a press release marking the occasion. The 

Governor didn’t make a public proclamation and the state’s major newspapers were mostly silent 

on the issue. Indeed, the only media coverage of the event was limited to four sentences in the 

third story in the aptly named “North Carolina Insider.”  

What transpired that day—the number of North Carolinians registered as “Unaffiliated” 

voters surpassed the number of North Carolinians who were registered as Republicans—might 

be dismissed by some as an administrative detail or simply data blip on a screen, but as we argue 

in this paper, we believe it represents much more than that. Of course, North Carolina is not 

alone in experiencing 
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there? (2) how do registered independents 
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Wronski, 2021). Perhaps most significantly are the numbers of leaners and Independents who 

view the opposing unfavorably (Dennis, 1988b).  

Despite disagreements as to how to characterize Independents as Leaners or a separate 

identity, there is no doubt as to their increasing numbers (Pew 2019, Gallup, 2021). Collapsing 

leaners and pure Independents, in a 2018 survey by Pew Research Center, thirty-eight percent of 

the public described themselves as Independents as compared to thirty-one percent as Democrats 

and twenty percent as Republicans. According to a Gallup Report in April of 2021, the forty-four 

percent of Americans identifying themselves as Independents represents a six percent jump since 

the first quarter of 2020. This increase in voters identifying as Independents has had a more 

pronounced effect on the Republican Party than the Democratic Party.  

Decades of scholarship on Independents and Leaners continues to address significant 

shifts in the electorate and partisan affinities. The central question continues to be their 

significance in elections (Killian, 2012; Skelley, 2021).  Scholars would be well advised to take a 

deeper look as to where the demographic changes in the electorate are taking place, namely in 

individual states. Writing in 1989, Barbara Norrander underscores the complexities in 

Independent voters in the states (Norrander, 1989).  Scholars of Independent voters in the various 

states need to account for “interparty competition, organizational strength of state-level parties, 

type of primary and primary turnout.” 

While extant work has brought us a long ways towards understanding the rise in political 

independents , largely absent are studies examining registered Independent or “Unaffiliated” 

voters in specific states. Looking at unaffiliated voter in Colorado, Florida and Arizona, a recent 

NPR program reported that Millennials in Colorado and Puerto Ricans are eschewing party 

identifies. In Arizona, Independents are “like an oxymoron, but Arizona’s unaffiliated, 
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election to the next. While these states certainly give Independent voters a choice, there is no 

way to register as Independent in these states so it’s difficult to understand the extent to which 

movement towards avowed independence is translated into electoral behavior.  

By contrast, voters in North Carolina do register by party. And that party registration has 

consequences for which primaries voters can participate in; in North Carolina Democrats can 

only vote in the Democratic Primary, registered Republicans may only vote in the Republican 

Primary, registered Libertarians may only vote in the Libertarian Primary, registered Green Party 

members may only vote in the Green Party Primary, and registered Constitution Party members 

may only vote in the Constitution Party Primary. Unlike many other states, however, North 

Carolina voters may also choose to register as “Unaffiliated.” Unaffiliated voters do not have the 

same constraints as voters who are registered with a party—they may vote in any party’s primary 

they choose, albeit courtesy of the political parties and their choice to allow unaffiliateds to 

participate. Although they can only vote in one primary per election cycle, they can move from 

one party’s primary in one election and another party’s primary the next election.  

What this means is that voters in North Carolina have a choice to make. They can choose 

to express their partisanship, receive the (mostly social) benefits of party membership, but be 

limited in which primary they may choose, or they can choose to register as an Unaffiliated 

voter, “cover” their political beliefs and maximize their choice in the primary. It’s probably not 

surprising that an increasing number of North Carolinians have chosen the latter option.  

 

A Brief History of North Carolinaôs Party System 

 While the description above summarizes the current state of political parties and party 

primaries in North Carolina, the party system in North Carolina has evolved over the past few 
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decades. Prior to 1977, there was no “Unaffiliated” option in North Carolina. Instead, voters who 

did not register with a party selected either “independent” or “no party” categories. People who 

selected either category were unable to vote in either party’s primaries, unless they changed their 

affiliation on election day to one of the major parties. Not surprisingly, few voters (~4%) took 

advantage of these options. 

In 1977, however, the North Carolina General Assembly began to open the door to 

changing the status of voters who did not register with party when they passed House Bill 48, a 

bill that read, “all persons who are recorded on the registration books as “Independent” or “No 

Party” designees, as of the date of ratification of this fact, shall be presumed to be recorded as 

“unaffiliated” unless and until such persons request, in the manner provided by law, that their 

registration record be changed.” Under this initial arrangement, Unaffiliated voters were not 

permitted to vote in either party’s primaries unless they changed their registration 21 days before 

the primary election. Previously, independent and no party voters were able to vote in a party’s 

primary by changing their registration on election day—a provision that, according to the 

primary sponsor, Democrat Al Adams (Wake County), caused “a lot of confusion and difficulty 

for registrars” (News and Observer, March 16, 1977).  

  In the end, HB48 was a necessary, but not sufficient condition for opening up the party 

system in North Carolina. While North Carolinians could register as Unaffiliated, choosing that 

option rendered them unable to vote in either primary—essentially disenfranchising them from 

the nomination process and ensuring that few would take advantage of this new registration 

option.  

 The next major step towards the current North Carolina primary system occurred in 1986. 

After a US Supreme Court decision that affirmed the right of state parties to open up their 
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 The Democratic commitment to excluding Unaffiliated voters from their primaries 

continued for eight years. Finally
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 There are a number of important plot lines in this figure. The first story revealed by 

Figure 1 is that the Democratic Party has long dominated North Carolina politics—at least as it 

relates to voter registration. Much like the rest of the southern states, Republicans did not even 

approach competitiveness in North Carolina until the 1990s. And while the proportion of North 

Carolina’s voters that are registered Democrats in 2018 is a long cry from where it was in 1977, 

the plurality of voters in North Carolina today are Democrats. The Republican share of the 

electorate has remained remarkably consistent over this period—rising from about 24% of the 

electorate in 1977 to just shy of 30% today. 

 From the vantage point of this chapter, the most important story from Figure 1 is the 

meteoric rise in Unaffiliated voters in the Tar Heel State. Whereas in 1977 Unaffiliated voters 

registered as barely more than a blip on the party registration radar, today they are the second 

largest group of registered voters in the state. If current trends continue, Unaffiliated voters 

should become the largest group in the state by 2022.  

 The figure also makes clear the effects of policy choices on party registration. In the first 

era, where Unaffiliated voters were shut out of the primary process, their rise was almost 

imperceptible—averaging an increase of only 2 hundredths of a percentage point per year. The 

second era, however, when Unaffiliated voters were permitted to vote in the Republican primary, 

saw a rate of increase approximately 32 times the increase in the first era—from an average of 

.02 percentage points per year to an increase of .64 percentage points per year. Beginning in 

1996, Unaffiliated voters could choose to vote in either both major party’s primaries and once 

again, the effects were clear. During this third era, Unaffiliated registration increased by .88 

percentage points per year—
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These changes are not only evident by looking in the rear-view mirror but were apparent to the 

political observers of the time. As early as 1996, the News and Observer featured an article 

proclaiming, “Independents’ day is here” (Rawlins 1996). The same article quoted the Chair of 

the Wake County Democratic Party was quoted as saying, “We’ve gone from a traditionally one-

party state to a two-
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counties, while 21 to 26 percent were in rural counties. The majority of registered Republicans 

were in suburban North Carolina: 26 to 28 percent in urban suburbs and another 27 to 33 percent 

in surrounding suburban counties. Only 18 to 22 percent of GOP registered voters were in central 

cities, with the 19 to 25 percent in rural counties.  

 

Which primaries do North Carolina Unaffiliated registered voters prefer? 

 North Carolina is considered a semi-closed system for its primary elections, with both 

parties allowing Unaffiliated voters the opportunity to pick one party to vote in a nomination 

contest. In the 2008 to 2020 presidential primary elections, Unaffiliated voters tend to pursue the 

party that is having the most 'spirited' presidential contest. In the May 2008 primary, 76 percent 

of Unaffiliateds selected the Democratic primary, where Sen. Barack Obama was close to 

finalizing his nomination battle against then Sen. Hillary Clinton. Only 16 percent of the 

Unaffiliated voters casting a ballot selected the Republican primary. In 2012 and 2016, 58 and 56 

percent chose the GOP primary ballot, compared to 42 percent selecting the Democratic primary 

ballot. In 2020, Unaffiliated voters went 2-to-1 with the Democratic primary over the Republican 

primary.  

 Among the March 2020 Democratic primary voters who were registered Unaffiliated, 55 
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Among these "consistent primary voters" (those who voted in each primary election within one 

exclusive party (N of over 113,000)), half voted in all three Democratic primaries and half voted 

in all three Republican primaries. However, among the various demographic groups, patterns 

emerge that differentiate these consistent party primary Unaffiliated voters. Among White non-

Hispanic Unaffiliated voters, 56 percent voted in GOP primaries, while 44 percent voted in 

Democratic primaries. Not surprisingly, Black/African American non-Hispanic Unaffiliated 

voters participated overwhelmingly in the Democratic primaries (96 percent), while 

Hispanic/Latino Unaffiliated voters were 74-26 percent Democratic primary voters over 

Republican primaries. This pattern of at least 70 percent consistent Democratic primary voters 

held for other voters of color (Asian, American Indian, multi-racial, and other races, all non-

Hispanic).  

[Table 3 About Here] 

 The "gender gap" that has been well documented in American politics was evident in the 

consistent primary voter data as well: 54 percent of Unaffiliated women consistently participated 

in the Democratic primaries, while 55 percent of Unaffiliated men consistently participated in 

GOP primaries. Among generational cohorts, Millennials and Generation X Unaffiliated voters 

were overwhelmingly consistent Democratic primary voters (68 and 59 percent, respectively), 

while Boomers and Greatest/Silent generation Unaffiliated voters flipped to being consistently 

Republican primary voters (54 and 62 percent, respectively). Finally, in looking at the 'regions' 

of these consistent party primary Unaffiliated voters, it is not surprising that central city 

Unaffiliated voters were 3-1 consistent Democratic primary voters. What was somewhat 

surprising was that among urban suburb Unaffiliated voters, 54 percent were consistent 

Democratic primary voters to 46 percent consistent Republican primary voters. Among 
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surrounding suburban county Unaffiliated voters, the numbers flipped in partisan primary 

participation: 65 percent were consistent Republican primary voters. Finally, rural county 

Unaffiliated voters were also consistent GOP primary voters, at 63 percent.  

 

Is There A Sense of How Registered Unaffiliated Voters Tend To Vote in NC? 

 We now have a good sense of the size and demographics of the Unaffiliated electorate in 

North Carolina; we turn next the what the data can reveal about partisan leanings among this 

critical group of the North Carolina electorate. To address this question, we computed an 

electorate composition percentage for registered Democrats, Republicans, and Unaffiliated 

voters, along with the two-party precinct vote percentage Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential 

election contest. To visually assess what, if any relationship, might be present, we analyzed the 

data through scatterplots of partisan voter composition for each presidential candidate.  

Figure 2 presents the Registered Democratic Precinct Electorate Percentage to Biden's 

Two-Party Precinct Vote Percentage, and shows a clear upward slope (the adjusted r-squared 

value is 0.694). This signifies that as the percentage of the registered Democrats casting ballots 

increased in the precincts, so too did Biden's two-party vote percentage. The same dynamic was 

found in Figure 3 
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ethnically diverse than Republicans, but not as diverse as Democrats, Unaffiliated voters tend to 

more closely mirror the state's overall race and ethnicity of all registered voters. In terms of age, 

registered Unaffiliated voters skew younger than their partisan registered voters, due to the 

significant proportion of Unaffiliated voters being Millennials and now Generation Z.  

 A significant question in the state's politics is, where do these registered Unaffiliated 

voters tend to lie in their partisan identification? While additional research needs to be 

conducted, we find an equally divided group of Unaffiliated voters splitting their party 

preferences, reflecting the intensely competitive nature of the state's overall political dynamics. 

Further research, perhaps utilizing the percentage of a precinct's electorate that is Unaffiliated 

and casting votes in general elections, would be another potential way to measure how 

Unaffiliated North Carolina voters are deciding their partisan support.  

 A review of public opinion data reflects similar trends—Unaffiliated voters in North 
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Appendix A 

 

2021 Meredith Poll 

Administered October 15-18, 2021 

N: 699 

Margin of error: +/
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c.       About the same 

d.      Don’t know 

In your view, do the Democratic and Republican parties do an adequate job of representing the 

American people, or do they do such a poor job that a third party is needed? 

a.      The two parties do an adequate job of representing Americans 

b.      The two parties do not do an adequate job of representing Americans and a 

third party is needed 

c.       Don't know 

d.      No answer/Refused 

Free community college 

a.      This is critical for the future of the US. 

b.      This is important for the future of the US, but not critical. 

c.       This is somewhat important for the future of the US. 

d.      This is not important for the future of the US. 

Raising income taxes on households with incomes above $400,000 

a.      This is critical for the future of the US. 

b.      This is important for the future of the US, but not critical. 

c.       This is somewhat important for the future of the US. 

d.      This is not important for the future of the US. 

 How would you describe yourself? 

a.      Very liberal 

b.      Somewhat liberal 

c.       Somewhere in the middle 

d.      Somewhat conservative 

e.      Very conservative 

Chart **: North Carolina Voter Registration by Party Registration,   
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Figure 1. North Carolina Party Registration 1977-2020  
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Figure 3:  Scatter Plot of Trump Two-Party Precinct Percentage by Registered Republican 

Precinct Electorate Percentage 
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Figure 4. Scatter Plot of Trump Two-Party Precinct Percentage by Registered Unaffiliated 

Precinct Electorate Percentage 
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Figure 5.  
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Figure 7.  
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Figure 8.  
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Figure 9.  
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Figure 10.  
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Table 2: Generational Cohort by Party Registration, 2008-2020 

 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 

Unaffiliated      8% 13% 

Generation Z 23% 25% 31% 31% 39%
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Table 3. NC Unaffiliated Registered Voters Who Consistently Cast Ballots in 2012, 2016, and 

2020 Primaries (either Democratic or Republican) 

 Voted in 

2012, 2016 

and 2020 

Democratic 

Primaries 

Voted in 

2012, 2016 

and 2020 

Republican 

Primaries N 

State 50% 50% 113,466 

    

White non-Hispanic 44% 56% 95,506 

Black/African American non-Hispanic 96% 4% 10,205 

Hispanic/Latino any race 74% 26% 830 

Asian non-Hispanic 75% 25% 568 

American Indian non-Hispanic 71% 29% 536 

Multi-racial non-Hispanic 74% 26% 364 

Other races non-Hispanic 71% 29% 1,018 

Unknown/Unreported race and ethnicity 63% 37% 4,438 

    

Female 54% 46% 56,848 

Male 45% 55% 53,458 

    

Millennial 68% 32% 10,500 

Generation X 59% 41% 29,433 

Boomer 46% 54% 55,032 

Greatest/Silent 38% 62% 18,499 

    

Central City Voters 74% 26% 24,668 

Urban Suburb Voters 54% 46% 36,467 

Surrounding Suburban County Voters 35% 65% 29,420 

Rural County Voters 37% 63% 22,912 

 


