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Introduction

In this memorandum, we assess demographic shifts that took place in the 2008 general election compared to the 
2004 general election. While analysis to date has largely commented on the relatively unremarkable increase in the 
overall number of votes cast, the data presented below suggest that the voting population on Election Day was 
significantly different—if not significantly larger—than in the last presidential election. 

While it should be noted that the data available at this point, so soon after the election, allow for only a prelimi-
nary assessment, we find that votes cast by Americans of color in 2008 increased by 21 percent from 2004, based 
on a review of exit polling and preliminary administrative data. Votes cast by Americans ages 18-29 increased by 9 
percent.  Votes cast by whites in 2008 declined slightly compared to 2004. 

Overall, the available data indicate that the composition of the 2008 voting population was markedly different from 
2004, even though the overall numbers of voters who cast ballots did not increase significantly.

In the following pages we present and interpret election data from the US as a whole, as well as from seven battle-
ground states: Pennsylvania, Missouri, Ohio, Florida, Nevada, Colorado, and New Mexico. 

Methods

The data currently available with which to analyze shifts in the participation of various demographic groups will 
only allow for limited preliminary analysis. One source of data is the exit polling conducted by Edison Media Re-
search, as reported by major U.S. news organizations. These data show the share of the votes represented by each 
group within a demographic category. 

It should be noted that, while these data tell us within a certain degree of confidence what share of all votes is 
represented by each demographic category, these percentages do not tell us much about turnout. Usually, turnout 
is measured as a percentage of a group’s voter-eligible population, but these data are not yet available. A compari-
son of exit polls over time can only show changes in shares of voters in each category; while a group may increase 
their share of the vote over time, we cannot tell if that increase is due to increased turnout of that group or 
decreased turnout of another.  We are able, however, to look at demographic shifts in total ballots cast using exit 
poll estimates of group shares of all voters. Using this method, we are able to analyze shifts by looking at changes 
in total ballots cast by race, age, and new voters. 

With a few exceptions, total ballot counts are not yet certified, so the 2008 vote totals will likely increase. These 
tables will be updated as official vote totals for 2008 are known.

� ✓



The Demographics of Voters in America’s 2008 General Election: A Preliminary Assessment�  ✓

United States

Table 1 shows the results of this analysis for the United States. Ballots cast in each category increased from 2004 
to 2008, with the exception of white voters, who cast over 720,000 fewer ballots in 2008 than in 2004. 

Conversely, non-white voters cast several million more ballots in 2008 than they did in 2004.  African-Americans 
cast over 2.9 million more ballots, an increase of 22 percent; Latinos cast over 1.5 million more ballots, an increase 
of 16 percent; young Americans, age 18 to 29, cast over 1.9 million more votes, an increase of 9 percent. While 
older age groups did show an increase in ballots cast, the increase in those categories was much lower in both 
percentage and actual ballots cast than the youngest age group. New voters cast some 438,000 more ballots in 
2008, an increase of 3 percent. This percentage increase, 3 percent, is matched by those not voting for the first 
time in 2008.

Pennsylvania

The overall vote total in Pennsylvania increased by nearly 162,000 votes (7 percent) from 2004 to 2008. While this 
overall increase seems modest, decreases and gains among some of the demographic groups represented in Table 
2 are rather dramatic. Contrary to the national trend, young voters and new voters in Pennsylvania actually cast 
fewer ballots in 2008 than in 2004. Latino voters, however, showed a marked increase in ballots cast: Latinos cast 
over 64,000 more ballots in 2008 than in 2004, an increase of 37 percent.

Missouri

Missouri showed a remarkable increase in total ballots cast by some demographic groups. In the state as a whole, 
ballots cast were up over 190,000, or 7 percent. All demographic groups covered in Table 3 show increases in 
ballots cast, except for those by white voters. White voters cast over 60,000 fewer ballots in 2008 than in 2004. 
Conversely,  African-American voters cast over 160,000 more ballots in 2008 than in 2004, an increase of 74 
percent. Young voters (18-29) cast about 68,000 more votes, an increase of 12 percent, which is a much higher 
increase than other age groups. New voters increased ballots cast by 7 percent, which is the same rate of increase 
as people not voting for the first time in 2008.

Ohio

Unlike all other states included in this analysis, Ohio had over 440,000 fewer ballots cast overall in 2008 than in 
2004. It is not surprising, therefore, that the number of total ballots cast decreased among most of the demograph-
ic groups listed in Table 4. However, the total ballots cast actually increased for African-American, Latino, and older 
voters. African-Americans cast about 66,000 more votes in 2008 than 2004, an increase of 13 percent. Latino 
voters cast nearly 40,000 more ballots in 2008 than in 2004, an increase of 23 percent.  Older voters increased 
ballots cast by over 150,000, or 21 percent.

Florida

The overall vote total in Florida increased by over 813,000 votes (10 percent) from 2004 to 2008. Florida bucked 
the national trend in shifts in votes cast by whites, with the white vote increasing by 12 percent, as shown in Table 
5. African-Americans increased their total ballots cast at a rate of 20 percent (by over 180,000 more ballots cast 
in 2008 over 2004), nearly double white voters’ percent increase in total ballots cast. The ballot total for Latino 
voters increased slightly (3 percent). The youth vote produced fewer ballots in 2008 than 2004, while new voters 
increased in total ballots by 11 percent (about 97,000 votes), offset by a similar rate of change (11 percent) among 
all other voters. 
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Nevada

In Nevada, total ballots cast in 2008 increased by more than 138,000, or 17 percent, with all demographic groups 
analyzed here showing an increase in total ballots cast. Among the seven states considered, Nevada had the largest 
increase in total ballots cast by new voters at 26 percent. This far outweighs the rate of the increase in total ballots 
cast by those who had previously voted (15 percent). The youngest age group cast 32 percent more ballots in 
2008, just five points lower than the next age group. While ballots cast by white voters increased 3 percent, total 
ballots by African American voters and Latino voters increased 67 percent (39,000 votes) and 87 percent (72,000 
votes), respectively. 

Colorado

In Colorado, total ballots cast by Latino voters dramatically exceeded 2004 levels. Latinos cast about 123,000 
more votes in 2008 than in 2004, an increase of 72 percent. With a margin of victory of approximately 196,000, 
these 123,000 votes speak to the importance of the Latino political participation in the 2008 election in Colorado. 
While white voters cast fewer ballots in 2004 than in 2008, African-Americans cast about 5,000 more votes in 
2008 than in 2004, an increase of 6 percent. 

New Mexico

Total votes cast in New Mexico increased by about 55,000 votes, or 7 percent. Total votes cast increased for 
Latinos by 37 percent (over 92,000 votes) from 2004 to 2008. Voters from the youngest age category cast over 
42,000 votes more in 2008 than in 2004, an increase of 32 percent. This increase is nearly triple the percentage 
point increase of the next-highest age group. Voters aged 45 or older actually showed a decrease in total votes 
cast from 2004 to 2008. Total ballots cast by new voters increased 16 percent from 2004 to 2008, equaling nearly 
15,000 votes. This increase was 10 percentage points higher than the increase for people who had previously 
voted.

Conclusions

While there is much work to be done and more data to be analyzed, there is clear evidence that non-white and 
younger Americans cast significantly more ballots in this election than in 2004. 

In most cases these increases were met with decreases in total ballots cast by white voters, and in the case where 
total ballots cast for white voters did increase, the gains in ballots cast by non-white voters increased at a much 
higher rate. Florida is the only state in our analysis where the increase in ballots cast by white voters from 2004 to 
2008 was higher than the increase in ballots cast by non-white voters. That said, the rate of growth of the white 
vote in Florida is half that for non-white voters. While total ballots cast by new voters increased by 3 percent in 
the U.S., so did the growth rate for those who have voted previously. Of the states in this analysis, only in Nevada 
and New Mexico did new voters cast significantly more ballots than people who have voted previously. 

While this analysis is preliminary, there is sufficient evidence here to suggest that significant shifts in the voting 
electorate toward non-white and younger voters occurred in the 2008 election.
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