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Abstract 

Many voters in states with party affiliation identify with or lean towards one political par-
ty but are not registered with it. This sort of “hidden partisanship” may be intentional be 
it may also result from a combination of changes in a voter’s party identification and the 
electoral institutions in place. In many states it is difficult to change party registration due 
to early deadlines intended to prevent crossover voting. Using individual-level survey 
data, I find that hidden partisanship in a state increases, the further in advance of the pri-
mary the deadline to change party affiliation is. This deadline affects primary turnout, 
with deadlines further in advance of primary elections leading to lower turnout by parti-
sans in their own party’s primary and greater rates of abstention and crossover voting. A 
difference-in-difference design at the county level shows that moving the deadline to 
change party registration closer to the primary increases primary turnout. 

Introduction

In 2016, Republican Donald Trump won 
62.5% of the vote in Kentucky to Hillary 
Clinton’s 32.7%. At the same time, regis-
tered Democrats outnumbered registered 
Republicans 51.2% to 40.4%. While this 
disjunction might at first glance reflect 
Kentuckians’ longstanding ticket-splitting 
tendencies, aggregate Gallup data on the 
state in 2016 found the GOP to have a 
nearly 10-point edge in party identifica-
tion at the time of the 2016 election (Jones 
2017). It is reasonable to conclude from 
these data that many voters in Kentucky 

identify or lean Republican but remain 
registered as Democrats. What explains 
this phenomenon? 
  
Notably, Kentucky has the second earliest 
deadline in the country to change party 
registration. A voter who wishes to vote in 
primary elections during an election year 
must have changed their party affiliation 
by December 31 of the previous year. The 
“hidden partisanship” (lack of concor-
dance between a voter’s party identifica-
tion and party registration) (Arrington and 
Grofman 1999), of Kentucky voters may 
be due to this significant hurdle to change 
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party affiliation, which requires vigilance 
and advance planning. 
  
Most states in the country require voters 
to officially affiliate with a political party 
when they register to vote. This affiliation 
manages their participation in primary 
elections. In the fourteen states with 
closed primaries, voters must be affiliated 
with a political party to participate in its 
primary elections. In order to discourage 
crossover voting, all of these states require 
individuals who change political party af-
filiation to be registered with a political 
party for a certain period of time (ranging 
from two weeks to nearly a year) in ad-
vance of voting in that party’s primary. 
  
This deadline to change affiliation is no-
table as a consistent finding in the litera-
ture on general election turnout is that in-
dividuals are more likely to register when 
an election is salient. Thus, states with 
deadlines to register to vote close to Elec-
tion Day (Kelley et al. 1967; Wolfinger 
and Rosenstone 1980) or even election 
day registration (Brians and Grofman 
2001) exhibit higher voter turnout. 
  
Thornburg (2019) examines the effect of 
party registration deadline on hidden par-
tisanship and primary turnout using ag-
gregate data at the county level from 2010 
and 2014. The author finds that counties 
in states with early deadlines to change 
party registration exhibit more hidden par-
tisanship and that this effect is conditioned 
on realignment that the county has experi-
enced. Counties that have exhibited the 
largest changes in aggregate partisanship 
and are located in states with early dead-
lines to change party registration (such as 
Kentucky on both counts) exhibit a large 

disconnect between aggregate party regis-
tration and partisan vote of the county 
which causal mediation analysis shows 
then affects primary turnout. 
  
However, the Thornburg (2019) piece uses 
aggregate units (counties) to reach its 
conclusions and thus is vulnerable to the 
ecological fallacy. I extend this research 
by examining whether deadlines to change 
party affiliation affect turnout in primaries 
at the individual level. Based on the exist-
ing literature, I predict early party regis-
tration deadlines to be associated with 
lower turnout in primaries as more voters 
have hidden partisanship, now identifying 
with one party but still having registration 
that reflects their previous party identifi-
cation. While party identification is gener-
ally thought to be resistant to change, it is 
not immutable, especially in the face of 
large scale realignments like the South. 
  
Analyzing Democratic and Republican 
identifiers/leaners in closed primary 
states, I find greater incidence of hidden 
partisanship—self-identified Democrats 
and Republicans not registered with the 
party with which they identify. The mis-
registered comprise as much as 25 percent 
of registrants among party identifiers and 
leaners in states with the earliest party 
registration deadlines compared with just 
10 percent in states with party registration 
deadlines near the primary. Looking at 
turnout in the 2010 state and federal pri-
maries at the individual level, I find party 
registration deadlines to have a modest 
but statistically significant effect on 
turnout in the primary of the party a voter 
identifies with/leans to. I also use a differ-
ence-in-difference model, regressing 
changes in county primary turnout from 

2



2010 to 2014 on changes in party registra-
tion closing date during this same period. 
I find results that strongly support my hy-
pothesis on the effect of party registration 
deadlines on primary turnout. 
  
I find that party registration deadlines near 
the primary do not lead to more crossover 
voting. This indicates that the fears of pol-
icymakers that a party registration closing 
date near the election will lead to voters 
“raiding” the opposition primary do not 
appear to be justified. In fact it is states 
with early party registration closing dates 
that see a modest rise in crossover voting. 
Ironically, party registration closing dates 
appear to have the opposite of their in-
tended effect. The only effect early clos-
ing dates have on who votes in primary 
elections appears to be to depress turnout 
in primaries among identifiers and leaners 
and lead to greater crossover voting. 

Literature Review and Theory 

Most studies examining the effect of elec-
toral institutions on voter turnout rely on 
the theoretical framework of Downs 
(1957) as well as Riker and Ordeshook 
(1968) which posit the decision to cast a 
vote as balancing costs against benefits. 
While quantifying the benefits of voting 
has been controversial (e.g. Grofman 
1993) most research has held that voters 
are responsive to the administrative costs 
of casting a ballot. 
  
This research, beginning with Merriam 
and Gosnell (1924) and reaching a major 
milestone with Wolfinger and Rosenstone 
(1980) identifies aspects of election ad-
ministration that affect voter turnout. No-
tably, the latter work finds deadlines to 

register to vote have the largest single ef-
fect on individual turnout. This finding 
has been confirmed by numerous other 
studies (Kim et al. 1975, Rhine 1995, 
Rhine 1996, Rosenstone and Hansen 
1993, Squire et al. 1987, Texeira 1992). 
Related work on the timing of voter regis-
tration shows that it is most frequent in 
the final days before an election (Gimpel, 
Dyck and Shaw 2007).  
  
Thornburg (2019) applies this line of re-
search to the effect of party registration 
deadlines on hidden partisanship at the 
aggregate (county) level. Examining hid-
den partisanship and primary turnout in 
2010 and 2014, the author finds that coun-
ties which have undergone a significant 
aggregate shift in partisanship over the 
decade prior and are located in states with 
early deadlines to change party registra-
tion contain many voters who have shifted 
partisanship with the county but remain 
registered with their old party. This leads 
to decreased turnout in the primary of the 
ascendant party in the county and elevated 
turnout in the primary of the waning party. 
  
Thornburg (2019) draws on the literature 
from economics (Frederick et al. 2002), 
biology (McClure et al. 2004) and psy-
chology (Ainslie 1975, Trope and Liber-
man 2003) which shows human beings 
have a tendency to discount the value of 
future events. The author theorizes that 
deadlines to change party registration far 
in advance of a primary lead to fewer 
people doing so because the lack of 
salience and proximity to the primary 
does not provide sufficient motivation to 
bring one’s party registration in line with 
one’s new party identification. 
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While Thornburg’s (2019) results are sug-
gestive, they rely on aggregate data vul-
nerable to the ecological fallacy and re-
quire guesses about the party identifica-
tion of voters based on their aggregate 
vote. In this article, I therefore use survey 
data to observe hidden partisanship at the 
individual level. The present research also 
acknowledges the possibility that dead-
lines to change party registration are not 
exogenous to primary turnout or the polit-
ical conditions in a state. Because primary 
turnout, hidden partisanship and deadlines 
to change party registration may all be 
related to the strength of the party system 
in a state, I use categories for party system 
strength devised by Morehouse and Jewell 
(2005) and use a difference-in-difference 
design to examine how changes in party 
registration deadlines may affect turnout 
in primaries. 

Another possible spurious correlation may 
result between timing of primary elections 
and party registration closing date. States 
with early party registration closing dates 
tend to hold primary elections closer to 
the general election compared to those 
with later closing dates. When evaluating 
the effect of party registration closing date 
on turnout, I therefore also control for the 
number of days in advance of the general 
election that the state primary was held. 

Party Registration Deadlines and Hid-
den Partisanship 

If an early party registration closing date 
increases the peripheral costs of bringing 
one’s party registration in line with one’s 
party identification, decreasing turnout, 
we should expect to observe a relationship 
between closing date and likelihood of 

“hidden partisanship”—identifying with 
or leaning to one party but not registered 
with it. The further out the party registra-
tion deadline, the more likely that hidden 
partisanship is observed. The most effec-
tive way to test this hypothesis is to ob-
serve party registration and party identifi-
cation in individual-level data to judge 
their concordance. The Cooperative Con-
gressional Election Study (CCES) is one 
of the few election studies to provide vali-
dated party registration. The CCES is a 
large opt-in survey conducted online by 
YouGov Polimetrix. The sample size for 
the 2008 CCES, which is used here, is 
7,918 respondents residing in closed pri-
mary states with validated party registra-
tion. Using the 2008 CCES, I am able to 
measure political attitudes, demographic 
characteristics, party registration and state 
characteristics. 
  
Primary turnout at the aggregate level has 
traditionally been measured as the per-
centage of supporters of a political party 
that vote. This level of support at the state 
or county level has been measured mainly 
by votes for candidates for high office, 
either in the most recent election or over 
time as a “normal vote” (Norrander 1986). 
For individual analysis of primary turnout 
and party misregistration, there are a 
greater number of options for deciding 
who to include in the pool of Democratic 
and Republican supporters. I use a mea-
sure of party identification—including 
Democratic and Republican identifiers. 
Independent leaners are included in the 
analysis shown here. However, the sub-
stantive conclusions of the analysis in this 
paper are replicated when only identifiers 
are examined. 
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My dependent variable is validated party 
registration. Because of their small num-
bers, minor party registrants are included 
with unaffiliated voters. The dependent 
variable has three values: registration as a 
Democrat, Republican and unaffiliated/
minor party. 
  
My independent variable is a transforma-
tion of party registration closing date.  1

Many states have different party registra-
tion closing dates for those switching 
from major party registration compared to 
those switching from being unaffiliated. 
Because I believe the negative effects of 
closing date are felt most keenly by those 
registered with a major party who shift 
party identification, I use the date for shift 
from major party registration. The inde-
pendent variable transforms the number of 
days this deadline lies in advance of the 
primary. States with no party registration 
closing date are excluded from the analy-
sis due to their qualitative difference as de 
facto open primary states. My theory is 
partially based on the psychological 
predilection to discount the benefits of far 
off-events. Scholarship evaluating the 
functional form of this discounting rate 
has consistently found it to be nonlinear 
and either exponential (Lancaster 1963, 
Meyer 1976) or hyperbolic (Madden et al. 
1999). I thus use a natural log transforma-
tion to convert party registration closing 
date.  

I also control for education (whether the 
respondent graduated from four-year col-
lege), age, race (dummy variables for 
African-American or Hispanic), whether 

the respondent had a high level of political 
interest, gender, and the percentage of the 
state’s population identifying as Democ-
rats minus the percentage identifying as 
Republicans based on 2008 Gallup data. 
Finally, as described previously, I include 
dummy variables for moderate and weak 
state party strength. Separate analyses are 
run for Democrats and Republicans using 
a multinomial logit model with robust 
standard errors clustered by state. 
  
The results are shown in Table 1. For the 
Democratic identifiers/leaners, the coeffi-
cients in the Republican and unaffiliated/
minor party comparisons are both posi-
tive. They approach statistical significance 
in both cases and a plot of the predicted 
probabilities and their confidence inter-
vals (Figure 1) shows a significant de-
crease in the number of Democrats regis-
tered with their party against the trans-
formation of party registration closing 
date. For Republicans, in the Democratic 
registration comparison the coefficient is 
also positive. The variable is statistically 
significant at p < 0.005. Figure 1 uses 
these models to plot our quantity of inter-
est—probability of being registered as a 
Democrat, unaffiliated/minor or Republi-
can—against the transformation of party 
registration closing date for Democrats 
and Republicans. Probabilities and confi-
dence intervals are generated using the 
“observed value” approach rather than the 
“average case” approach because the for-
mer leads to less bias in the estimates  

of marginal effects (Hanmer and Kalkan 
2013). Both Democrats and Republicans 

 These dates are derived primarily from Paradis (2009) for the 2008 election.1
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show a significant decrease in the per-
centage of voters registered with their par-

ty as the transformation of party registra-
tion closing date increases. 

Democratic Voters Republican Voters

Unaffiliated/
Minor Party

Republican Unaffiliated/
Minor Party

Democratic

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.

Variable (Std. 
Error)

p-
value 

(Std. 
Error)

p-
val-

ue

(Std. 
Error)

p-
value

(Std. 
Error)

p-
value

Closing 
Date

Ln(Days Between CD and 
Primary)

0.410 0.065 0.628 0.104 0.084 0.738 0.817 0.007

(0.222) (0.386) (0.253) (0.303)

S. Parti-
sanship

D% - R% by Gallup in 
2008

-0.042 0.031 -0.064 0.060 -0.022 0.302 -0.020 0.416

(0.019) (0.034) (0.022) (0.025)

Party Sys. 
Str.

Medium 0.180 0.634 0.546 0.365 -0.610 0.174 1.091 0.033

(Ref. 
Cat.:

(0.378) (0.603) (0.449) (0.512)

Strong) Weak -0.815 0.029 0.121 0.826 -1.216 0.003 1.094 0.011

(0.374) (0.551) (0.414) (0.429)

Political 
Interest

High Political Interest -0.525 0.000 -0.058 0.807 -0.092 0.578 -0.631 0.001

(0.148) (0.236) (0.165) (0.198)

Hispanic Hispanic 0.269 0.220 0.122 0.739 0.043 0.893 0.517 0.270

(0.219) (0.364) (0.322) (0.469)

Black African-American -0.588 0.014 -1.040 0.084 0.447 0.515 1.296 0.017

(0.239) (0.602) (0.687) (0.543)

Age Age -0.010 0.009 0.001 0.868 -0.011 0.034 0.014 0.022

(0.004) (0.008) (0.005) (0.006)

College College Graduate -0.077 0.591 -0.551 0.021 -0.252 0.104 -0.204 0.293

(0.142) (0.239) (0.155) (0.194)

Female Female -0.242 0.097 -0.174 0.427 -0.431 0.004 -0.218 0.264

(0.146) (0.219 (0.152) (0.195)
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Table 1: Party Registration of Democratic and Republican Voters, 2008 
Source: 2008 CCES, robust standard errors clustered on state Reference Category: Democratic registration             
Reference Category: Republican registration 

Figure 1: Party Registration Probabilities, 2008 CCES

 

Constant Constant -2.020 0.060 -4.822 0.004 -0.268 0.830 -6.378 0.000

(1.073) 1.663 (1.244) (1.467)

Number of Ob-
servations

3,151 2,770

Log Likeli-
hood

-1693.3
69

-1337.7
65

Pseudo R2 0.030 0.034
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The theorized relationship between party 
registration closing date and misregistra-
tion holds for both Democrats and Repub-
licans. The change in the percentage of 
Democrats and Republicans voters who 
are not registered with their party when 
one goes from shortest to longest party 
registration closing dates analyzed (fifteen 
days to ten months, respectively) is sub-
stantial. Among both Democrats and Re-
publicans, going from a closing date fif-
teen days in advance of the primary to one 
ten months in advance leads to a roughly 
fifteen percentage point drop in the per-
centage of voters registered with their par-
ty in closed primary states. 

Party Registration Closing Date and 
Primary Turnout in 2010, Individual 
Analysis 

Because closed primary states prohibit 
voters not registered with a party from 
voting in its primaries, the conclusions in 
the preceding section have implications on 
primary turnout. Misregistered voters are 
prevented from voting in the primary of 
the party they support. To test whether 
party registration closing date influences  

turnout in primary elections through the 
mechanism of misregistration, I examine 
turnout in the 2010 state and federal pri-
maries at the individual level. 

Because presidential primaries introduce 
several complications to comparing pri-
mary turnout across states, such as cau-
cuses as well as presidential primaries in 

some states linked to state and federal 
primary elections, I restrict myself to 
analysis of state and federal primaries dur-
ing midterm elections. The CCES survey 
is the only one to measure turnout in 
midterm primaries and the 2010 version 
of the CCES is the only one to explicitly 
ask which party primary the voter partici-
pated in. This is then validated with Catal-
ist turnout data. This makes primary 
turnout in a midterm election easy to mea-
sure accurately. 

I separately analyze Democratic and Re-
publican identifiers/leaners with a validat-
ed active registration in closed primary 
states. The dependent variable is primary 
turnout in the 2010 state and federal pri-
maries and has three possible values—(1) 
abstention if Catalist validated this indi-
vidual as not voting, (2) Democratic pri-
mary if Catalist validated the voter as par-
ticipating and the voter reported she voted 
in the Democratic primary and (3) Repub-
lican primary if Catalist validated the vot-
er as participating and the voter reported 
she voted in the Republican primary. All 
other combinations of these variables are 
removed from the analysis. 
As in the previous section, my primary 
independent variable of interest is a natur-
al log transformation of party registration 
closing date. I also include the same con-
trols for race, age, gender, education, state 
partisanship, state party strength and voter 
political interest. In addition, I include the 
primary margin of victory for the guberna-
torial or senatorial race in the state for the 
voter’s party.  I also include a variable for 2

 States without a gubernatorial or senatorial primary were not included in the analysis.2
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the number of days in advance of the 2010 
general election that the state’s state and 
federal primary took place. 

The results for Democrats and Republi-
cans are shown in Table 2. For Republi-
cans, the natural log transformation of 
party registration closing date is positive 
and statistically significant at p < 0.01 for 
the Democratic comparison and in the 
positive direction in the abstention com-

parison. Among Democrats, the coeffi-
cients in the Republican and abstention 
comparisons are both positive and the Re-
publican coefficient is significant at p < 
0.05. The positive coefficients indicate 
that an earlier party registration closing 
date makes Republican voters more likely 
to either abstain from voting in a primary 
or vote in the Democratic primary than 
with a closing date closer to the election, 
and analogous results among Democrats.  

Democratic Voters Republican Voters

Abstention Republican 
Primary

Abstention Democratic 
Primary

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.

Variable (Std. 
Error)

p-
value 

(Std. 
Error)

p-
val-

ue

(Std. 
Error)

p-
value

(Std. 
Error)

p-
value

Closing 
Date

Ln(Days Between CD and 
Primary)

0.198 0.095 1.485 0.038 0.132 0.400 0.578 0.003

(0.119) (0.717) (0.157) (0.193)

S. Parti-
sanship

D% - R% by Gallup in 
2008

-0.059 0.000 -0.068 0.337 0.012 0.260 0.035 0.002

(0.011) (0.071) (0.011) (0.011)

Statewide 
MOV

MOV in Gubernatorial/
Senatorial Race

0.013 0.000 -0.020 0.298 0.010 0.076 -0.005 0.261

(0.002) (0.019) (0.006) (0.004)

Party Sys. 
Str.

Medium -0.929 0.000 0.741 0.278 -0.797 0.000 2.358 0.000

(Ref. 
Cat.:

(0.089) (0.683) (0.191) (0.319)

Strong) Weak -1.426 0.000 -1.902 0.045 -0.768 0.000 2.599 0.000

(0.194) (0.947) (0.157) (0.129)

Days to 
Gen.

Number of days between 
pri. and gen.

-0.001 0.376 -0.000 0.536 -0.002 0.182 0.005 0.004

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002)

Political 
Interest

High Political Interest -1.041 0.000 0.023 0.953 -1.000 0.000 -0.681 0.068
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Table 2: Primary Election Turnout for Democratic and Republican Voters, 2010 State and 
Federal Primaries 
Source: 2010 CCES. Reference Category: Democratic primary vote                

Reference Category: Republican primary vote 

Figure 2 plots the predicted probability of each primary turnout choice against natural log 
of party registration closing date for Democrats and Republicans and the corresponding 
confidence intervals. Both Democrats and Republicans find turnout in their respective 
primaries decreasing while the prevalence of crossover voting (and in the case of Repub-
licans, abstention) increases. The trend is stronger among Republicans but a notable in-
crease in crossover voting is also seen among the Democrats. 

(0.088) (0.397) (0.066) (0.373)

Hispanic Hispanic 0.225 0.277 -1.136 0.017 0.372 0.009 1.196 0.041

(0.207) (0.476) (0.143) (0.587)

Black African-American 0.015 0.886 -1.912 0.120 0.691 0.000 0.017 0.928

(0.107) (1.231) (0.109) (0.189)

Age Age -0.039 0.000 -0.011 0.223 -0.029 0.000 0.034 0.003

(0.003) (0.009) (0.004) (0.011)

College College Graduate -0.218 0.005 -0.172 0.412 -0.117 0.004 -0.179 0.519

(0.077) (0.210) (0.041) (0.278)

Female Female 0.022 0.761 -0.603 0.146 -0.069 0.318 -0.272 0.174

(0.072) (0.415) (0.069) (0.277)

Constant Constant 3.270 0.000 -7.313 0.011 1.781 0.001 -7.723 0.000

(0.455) (2.879) (0.529) (1.178)

Number of Ob-
servations

5,021 6,382

Log Likeli-
hood

-3236.4
14

-3908.6
05

Pseudo R2 0.126 0.116
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Figure 2: Primary Turnout Probabilities, 2010 CCES 

 

Party Registration Closing Dates and 
Primary Turnout, Difference in Differ-
ence Model 

Individual level results with the 2010 
CCES offer strong support for the delete-
rious effect of party registration closing 
date on primary turnout. However, indi-
vidual level estimates of turnout based on 
self-report are fraught with over-report 
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bias (e.g. Karp and Brockington 2005). I 
thus take the additional step of estimating 
the effect of changes in party registration 
closing date on changes in aggregate pri-
mary turnout at the county level for the 
2010 and 2014 state and federal primaries. 

One concern in studies of the effect of 
electoral institutions on turnout is endo-
geneity. In measuring these effects, it is 
possible that the implementation of the 
institution may in fact be shaped by 
turnout rate. To deal with this concern, 
scholars examining the effect of electoral 
institutions on turnout have frequently 
used difference-in-difference models to 
establish causality (e.g. Burden et al. 
2014, Erikson and Minnite 2009, Giammo 
and Brox 2008). In such models, the de-
pendent variable is the change in turnout 
measured between two close elections. 
This is regressed on changes in electoral 
institutions within the interval between the 
two elections that compose the dependent 
variable. This model offers two major ad-
vantages (Burden et al. 2014). First, it al-
leviates concerns about endogeneity be-
cause the independent variable precedes 
the dependent variable. It is unlikely that 
in this short term, there is an endogeneity 
bias. In addition, since the dependent 
variable is not raw turnout but change 
within the same unit, a difference-in-dif-
ference approach addresses concerns 
about omitted variable bias. 

I regress the change in voting age popula-
tion (VAP) turnout between the midterm 

primaries of 2010 and 2014 on changes in 
the natural log of party registration clos-
ing date.  In the interval between the 2010 3

and 2014 primaries, two states for which 
turnout was measured moved their party 
registration closing date nearer the prima-
ry election date, three measured states 
moved their party registration closing date 
further in advance of the primary election 
and eight did not change the party regis-
tration closing date vis-à-vis the primary 
election date.  4

  
Among the counties in party registration 
states, 568 have Democratic primary 
turnout data (measured as above) for both 
elections and 626 have Republican prima-
ry turnout data. I analyze Democratic and 
Republican primary turnout separately. In 
addition to evaluating the effect of change 
in natural log of primary closing date, I 
also control for the change in the competi-
tiveness of the primary from 2010 to 2014 
(as defined above). This variable is inter-
acted with the normal vote for the respec-
tive party’s presidential candidate in the 
state. Other control variables include the 
change in the proportion of the county’s 
VAP that was Hispanic from 2010 to 2014 
as well as a similar variable for African-
Americans. Change in the number of days 
in advance of the general election that the 
primaries were held in 2010 and 2014 is 
included. Finally, the proportion change in 
the overall VAP of the county is included 
as a control. The observations are weight-
ed by 2014 VAP times the proportion of 

 While the VAP turnout has been shown to be an imperfect measure of voter turnout (McDonald and Pop3 -
kin 2001), voting eligible population data are not available at the county level.

 California switched to a top-two primary for its 2014 midterm primary, leading to its omission. Several 4

states, such as New York, did not have a state-wide primary one year, leading to their omission.
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the county voting for the party’s presiden-
tial candidate in 2012. 
The results from the regressions are 
shown in Table 3. The effect of the party 
registration closing date change is strong 
and in the expected direction when exam-
ining Democratic and Republican primary 
turnout. The variable is statistically signif-
icant at p < 0.01. Counties in states mov-
ing party  

registration closing dates further from the 
primary had lower turnout in the Democ-
ratic and Republican primaries while 
counties in states moving party registra-
tion closing dates closer to the primary 
had the opposite effect. 

Table 3: Difference-in-Difference Model for Change in Primary Turnout, 2010-2014 

Δ Democratic Turnout Δ Republican Turnout

Coeff. Coeff.

Variable (Std. Er-
ror)

p-value (Std. Error) p-val-
ue

Δ Closing Date Δ Ln(Days Between CD and Pri-
mary)

-7.357 0.002 -4.899 0.000

(2.335) (1.320)

Normal Vote Avg. State Pres. Vote Share, 2008 
& 2012

-0.083 0.356 0.423 0.000

(0.090) (0.058)

Δ Primary Comp. Δ MOV for Sen. or Gov. Race in 
Primary

-0.056 0.396 -0.149 0.201

(0.066) (0.116)

Normal*Δ Primary 
Comp.

Interaction Term 0.001 0.471 0.002 0.350

(0.001) (0.002)

Δ VAP Proportion  Δ in VAP, 2010-2014 56.762 0.000 20.628 0.249

(12.940) (17.865)

Δ Black Δ in AA proportion of VAP -70.661 0.330 87.388 0.084

(72.494) (50.505)

Δ Hispanic Δ in Hispanic proportion of VAP 103.009 0.019 30.328 0.573

(43.692) (53.761)

Δ Days to Gen. Δ in days to General election from 
Primary

-0.084 0.047 -0.008 0.575

(0.042) (0.014)
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Numbers in Percent 

Conclusion 

Most of the discussion of the effect of in-
stitutions on voter turnout follows the ba-
sic logic of Downs (1957) and Riker and 
Ordeshook (1968) that voter turnout bal-
ances costs against benefits. Deadlines to 
register to vote that are well in advance of 
the election lead to lower turnout because 
they increase the marginal costs of regis-
tering by forcing voters to plan ahead and 
decrease the perceived benefits through 
the human tendency to discount the value 
of future events. Thus, voter registration 
closing dates well in advance of an elec-
tion lead to significantly lower turnout. 
The present research has extended this 
literature on closing dates to the institu-
tion of party registration in states with 
closed and semi-closed primaries. While 
voter registration closing dates are limited 
by federal law from extending more than 
one month prior to an election, no such 
restriction exists for the deadline a voter 
has to change from one political party to 
another. This means that in many states 
with party registration, a voter must rereg-
ister with a new political party months in 
advance if he or she wishes to vote in the 
party’s primary. 
 I find that over 25% of Democrats 
and Republicans are not registered with 
the party they identify with/lean to. These 
voters may have initially identified differ-

ently, but over time have moved to their 
current party identification. In contrast, 
states that have party registration closing 
dates closer to the primary election have 
only approximately 10% of Republicans 
and Democrats not registered with their 
party. 
 Examining 2010 primary turnout 
at the individual level, I find a change in 
party registration closing date from ten 
months to fifteen days leads to a ten per-
centage point change in Republican pri-
mary turnout. Among Democrats, a 
change from five months to fifteen days 
leads to an eight percentage point change 
in turnout in the Democratic primary. 
 One major finding of this research 
is that party registration closing dates 
close to the election do not increase the 
probability of either Republicans or De-
mocrats “raiding” opposition primaries. 
This has long been a justification for early 
party registration closing dates but party 
registration states uniformly have little in 
the way of crossover voting except among 
voters where party registration closing 
dates are early. 
 For party registration to function 
as intended, a voter’s party in the records 
must match his or her internal party iden-
tification. However, because party regis-
tration is a government record, it must be 
updated when a voter’s party loyalty 
changes. This is an arduous task with little 
reward relative to initially registering to 

Constant Constant 0.337 0.942 -25.730 0.000

(4.666) (3.130)

Number of Ob-
servations

568 626

R2 0.192 0.528
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vote. In order to facilitate participation in 
primary elections, voters need to have the 
ability to change their party registration 
quickly and easily. 
 The present research demonstrates 
that early party registration closing dates 
serve as a barrier to voters updating their 
party registration when it is obsolete. This 

has a negative effect on primary turnout 
among Democrats and Republicans. Mov-
ing closing dates for party registration 
closer to the election would serve to raise 
turnout. The research demonstrates that 
such a change would not appreciably in-
crease crossover voting, or raiding, of op-
position primaries.  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