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In 2008, for the "rst time in 48 years, North Carolina voters gave Democrats a sweep of the top 
three statewide popularly elected o#ces — President, Governor and U.S. Senator. In an election 
in which some political trends did not hold, Barack Obama captured North Carolina’s 15 electoral 
votes, while Bev Perdue became the state’s "rst female governor, and Kay Hagan won a U.S. 
Senate seat.

You have to go back to 1960 to come up with a year in which Democrats won the presidential, 
gubernatorial and senatorial elections in North Carolina simultaneously. !en, John F. Kennedy 
won the presidential election, Terry Sanford captured the governor’s o#ce and B. Everett Jordan 
was re-elected to the Senate. (Because U.S. senators serve six-year terms, Senate elections do not 
always coincide with presidential and gubernatorial elections on four-year cycles.) 

Overall, 2008 resulted in a “change’’ election in North Carolina — change, touched with 
elements of continuity. Consider:

1) !e Obama campaign targeted and won three states in the American South — 
Virginia, Florida and North Carolina. !us, Obama won Seaboard South states that 
have embraced the knowledge-based economy and have burgeoning metropolitan 
areas, fueled by in-migration. In North Carolina, Obama broke a string of seven 
consecutive Republican victories in presidential voting in the state.

2) Hagan, too, interrupted a long GOP winning streak. She now occupies the Senate 
seat held for "ve terms by Republican Jesse Helms and one term by Elizabeth Dole. 
Also, she scored the "rst Democratic Senate-race victory in a presidential election year 
since Sam Ervin Jr.’s 1968 election (Republican Richard Nixon carried the state in the 
presidential election that year).

3) Perdue, of course, broke a string of male governors going back to North Carolina 
as a colony. At the same time, her elevation from lieutenant governor to governor 
contained a large measure of continuity: It marked the "fth consecutive election in 
which Tar Heel voters have chosen a Democrat for governor. In addition, the General 
Assembly saw only modest turnover, so that Democrats remain in a majority in both 
House and Senate by nearly the same margins that they had over the past two years.

In keeping with the long-standing practice of NC DataNet, this issue seeks to put the most 
recent North Carolina elections in perspective. Andrew Holton and Jennifer Weaver of the 
Program on Public Life assembled and analyzed most of the data. !is issue represents our "rst 
scan of the election; we plan further analysis in DataNet and on our website. We welcome your 
comments and suggestions.

!e analyses in this issue draw on data from the informative, modernized website of the State 
Board of Elections, from the collection of election material compiled by our colleague !ad Beyle, 
and from the exit poll conducted by Edison Media Research/Mitofsky International for the national 
news media (the CNN and MSNBC websites post state-by-state results). T
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Vote by Race and Gender, 2004 & 2008
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!e exit poll results in North Carolina, drawn from 2,814 actual voters 
who responded to the survey questionnaire, point to reasons why 
Democrats scored the top-three sweep. And, as a supplement to hard 
voter-registration and turn-out data, exit polls o$er some insights 
into the North Carolina electorate. Here are some stories that the 
exit poll tells: 

More women than men cast ballots. Among women, the 
Democratic presidential, gubernatorial and senatorial candidates 
ran about 10 percentage points ahead of their Republican opponents. 
Among men, Hagan tied Dole, her GOP opponent, while Republican 
presidential candidate John McCain and gubernatorial candidate 
Pat McCrory led their Democratic rivals.

Democrats ran up super-majorities among younger voters, age 
18 to 29 — 68 percent for Hagan, 70 percent for Perdue and 73 percent 
for Obama. !e exit poll indicates that about 17 percent of voters fell 
into that age bracket. Perdue and Hagan won slender majorities among 
voters 30–39. In general, Democrats trailed Republicans among voters 
40 years and older.

In becoming the nation’s !rst black president, Obama 
generated an increase in black voter registration and turnout 
among African-Americans in North Carolina. According to the 
exit poll, he received 93 percent of the votes of black men and 100 
percent among black women. (A note: !at 100 percent "gure leaps out. 
Polls hardly ever show unanimity on anything. What the "gure means 

is that every black woman who responded to the exit poll said she 
voted for Obama.) 

It had become a general rule of thumb in North Carolina’s two-party 
competitive politics that a Democratic candidate had to obtain at least 
40 percent of the vote of whites to win a statewide election. In 2004, 
Easley won the governor’s race backed by 42 percent of white voters, 
while the Democratic candidates for president and senator fell well 
below 40 percent and lost. But 2008, according to the exit poll, didn’t 
entirely follow the rule. Hagan and Perdue won about 93 percent of 
the votes of blacks. !us Hagan with 39 percent of white voters 
and Perdue with 36 percent were able to win the statewide vote. 
Obama won 35 percent of white votes in North Carolina. McCain 
won 65 percent of whites, but that was below the more than 70 percent 
won by Republican George Bush in 2004.

Of the people in the exit poll, slightly more than one in 10 said he or 
she voted for the !rst time in 2008. Obama won 68 percent of "rst-
time voters. Perdue and Hagan won more than 70 percent of them.

North Carolina is a competitive two-party state in which neither 
Democrats nor Republicans have an assured partisan or ideological 
majority. In keeping with "ndings from exit polls going back to the 
1980s, 41 percent of voters de!ned themselves as Democrats, 31 
percent Republicans and 28 percent independents. (!e indepen-
dent "gure may be somewhat high; 22 percent of North Carolinians 
register una#liated.) Similarly, 44 percent of North Carolina voters call 
themselves moderates, 37 percent conservatives and 17 percent liberals.
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As North Carolina evolves from a historically rural state to a more 
metropolitan state, so too does its political geography. North Carolina 
has 6.2 million registered voters out of a voting age population of just 
over 7.1 million. Statewide, nearly 4.4 million registered voters voted in 
the 2008 general election—equaling 69.9 percent of all registered voters 
and 62.9 percent of the voting age population. !is marked the highest 
turnout among registered voters since 1968 and the highest turnout 
among the voting age population in at least 50 years. In terms of voting 
age population, North Carolina had the twentieth highest voter turnout 
in the country.

In the vote for President, North Carolina had the second-closest 
margin between the two major party candidates, with 13,692 votes 
separating the candidates. !e state had the closest margin of the 
state’s that President Obama won. !e "nal tally in North Carolina was 
2,123,3980 votes for Obama and 2,109,698 for Senator John McCain. 

In one of the closest gubernatorial elections in recent history, 
Governor Bev Perdue defeated Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory 2,146,189 
votes to 2,001,168, a margin of 3.4 percentage points. 

In the race for U.S. Senate, former state legislator Kay Hagan won 
with the largest margin of victory in a top of the ballot race, defeating 

incumbent Elizabeth Dole by nine percentage points, 2,2249,311 votes 
to 1,887,510 votes. Only two other statewide candidates, Roy Cooper 
(Attorney General) and Elaine Marshall (Secretary of State), received 
more votes than Hagan. 

Here’s the story:

Obama performed exceptionally in the most populous counties. Most 
populous counties are the bedrock of the Democratic base in the state. 
He also performed better in Republican-leaning counties than U.S. 
Senator John Kerry and former Vice President Al Gore did previously. 

Perdue bene"tted from the base of votes in the largest counties but 
she picked up critical votes from counties, majority black and majority 
white, East of Raleigh. 

In order to understand how the state’s political geography performed, 
we have analyzed the results for the Governor’s race and President’s race 
based "ve regions. !ese regions are based on the state’s seven economic 
development regions, though we have combined the three regions in 
eastern North Carolina into a single region for statistical purposes. 

Ballots Cast - 4,353,739

Ballots Cast for President - 4,310,789
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!e western part of state was Obama’s weakest region, where he won 
only 43.2% of the vote. !is was still an improvement over Kerry’s 2004 
performance by 44,223 votes (3.3%). Improving at the margins, even in 
counties he lost, helped Obama eke out a win statewide.

Buncombe and Watauga counties stand out from other Advantage 
West counties by demonstrating a slow but steady Democratic trend 
over the last three presidential election cycles. In Buncombe and 
Watauga respectively, Obama’s 2008 results demonstrated a shift of 11 
and 9 percentage points over Al Gore’s results in 2000.  

Perdue outperformed Obama in every Advantage West county  
except Watauga.  

Perdue outperformed Easley in 2004 in every county except  
Jackson and Swain, whereas her performance in comparison to  
Easley 2000 was decidedly more mixed.

Other than his home region, the Charlotte metro, the Advantage 
West region was the only region where McCrory won a greater share  
of the vote than did Perdue.
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As of November 4, 2008, 49.9 percent of 
North Carolina residents lived in the state’s 
three largest metro areas as designated by the 
U.S. Census Bureau, loosely designated as the 
Charlotte Metro, Piedmont Triad and Research 
Triangle regions. !e 22 counties in these 
metros include urban, suburban, and exurban 
residential areas as well as rural pockets. !ese 
three city-state regions accounted for 50.7 
percent of the statewide vote in 2008.

!e big metro areas have 13 core counties 
that anchor each region. !ese core counties 
consist of the "ve most populous counties 
in the three regions—Mecklenburg, Wake, 
Guilford, Forsyth and Durham —plus eight 
adjacent, “exurban” counties. We de"ne an 
exurban county as one with a sizeable work- 
force of more than 30,000 employees and one 
with a signi"cant base of commuters, at least 
one-third of residents, leaving the county 
for work. Consider these facts about the core 
counties in our major metros: 

!e 13 core metro counties provided 45.6 
percent of the statewide vote. More speci"cally, 
the "ve most populous counties in these three 
regions accounted for 31.7 percent of registered 
voters statewide and 32.3 percent of votes cast 
in the election. !e eight exurban counties 
accounted for 13.9 percent of registered voters 
and 11 percent of ballots cast.

President Obama won the 13 core counties 
by "ve percentage points more than his 
showing statewide and won 200,961 more 
votes than John McCain.

Obama won 334,876 more votes than John 
Kerry did in 2004. Obama won 18 percentage 
points more in the Charlotte core, 15 
percentage points more in Piedmont Triad core, 
and 27 percentage points more in the Research 
Triangle core.

Perdue won a slightly smaller percentage of 
votes from the core counties than she did from 
across the state. She won 50.1 percent of the 
vote in the major metro core and 50.3 percent 
of the vote statewide.
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Of the state’s economic development regions, Perdue received the 
smallest percentage of the vote in the Charlotte region. 

Surprising to many, Perdue defeated Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory in 
his home county, though just barely. !e "nal di$erence was 337 votes, 
with both candidates winning nearly 200,000 votes. In the counties 
surrounding Mecklenburg, McCrory won all but Anson County and 
did so clear manner. McCrory won the these remaining 10 counties 
by an average margin of 31 percentage points and won by as much 40 
percentage poins in Lincoln and Union counties.

Perdue’s performance in the Charlotte region fell 10 percentage 
points below Governor Easley against Patrick Ballantine in 2004, but 
only 3.5 points below Easley’s 2000 margin against Richard Vinroot.

Obama ran seven percentage points better than Perdue across the 
Charlotte region and 13 percentage points better in Mecklenburg 
County. 

Obama improved upon the vote total and percentages of previous 
Democratic Presidential candidates, John Kerry and Al Gore. Obama 
earned 7 percentage points more of the vote than Kerry and nearly 8 
percentage points more than Gore. 
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Of all the regions, the Triad came closest to re%ecting the statewide 
proportion of votes cast for Governor.

Across the Triad, Perdue earned 3.7 percent less of the total vote than 
Easley in 2004 but earned almost the exact percentage of the vote as 
Easley in 2000.

Obama won less of the region’s vote than Perdue, but did better than 
Kerry in 2004 and Gore in 2000.

Perdue did well in the region’s two largest and densest counties, 
winning 56.1% of the vote in Guilford County and 51.7% of the vote in 
Forsyth County. 

Obama, too, won a greater percentage of the vote in Guilford and 
Forsyth Counties, 58.8 and 54.8 percent respectively, but fared less well 
in surrounding counties. 

Yadkin, Randolph and Davie counties voted heavily Republican, 
giving the Democratic candidate for president only 22.5%, 25.5% and 
30.3% of the vote respectively. Still, Obama won a somewhat higher 
percentage of the vote than Kerry and Gore.
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Governor Perdue won her highest percentage of votes in North 
Carolina’s Southeastern and Northeastern regions at 56.9 and 60.1 
percent respectively. 

Across the three eastern regions, Perdue won a smaller percentage 
of the total vote, but won more votes than did Easley. She won 114,185 
more Eastern votes than Easley in 2004 and 180,206 more votes than 
Easley in 2000. Perdue won a smaller percentage of the vote in the 
Southeast and Northeast than Mike Easley did in 2004 and 2000 but 
won 1 percentage point more than Easley in the Eastern region.

Obama won large majorities of some Eastern counties: Hertford 
(70.5%), Edgecombe (67.1%), Bertie (65.2%), Northampton (65%), 
Halifax (64%).  

Despite the high percentages for Obama, every county in the  
three Eastern regions voted in a higher percentage for Perdue than  
for Obama.

Across the three regions, Obama performed about 5.1 percentage 
points better than Kerry in 2004 and 2.4 percentage points better  
than Gore in 2000. Specifically, Obama performed better in all but 
Camden, Richmond and Columbus counties.

!e Southeast region had the lowest voter turnout of the regions  
at 66.5% of registered voters.

Democratic Leaning in 
Early Voting Results

<1% in favor of Republican candidates

no effect

<5% in favor of Democratic candidates

5-10% in favor of Democratic candidates

10-15% in favor of Democratic candidates

In nearly all North Carolina counties Democratic candidates received a higher percentage of early votes than did Republicans.  
This map illustrates this trend using the average results from the candidates for U.S. Senate, Governor, and President in a county.  
The shading shows the degree to which early voters in the county favored Democratic candidates or Republican candidates.  
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The Research Triangle was President Obama’s strongest region.  
He beat McCain by 15 percentage points. 

Perdue also won the Triangle handily, but did not make as strong  
a showing as she did in the east. 

Perdue won a smaller percentage of the vote in every Triangle  
county than Easley did in 2004, and less in every county but one 
(Durham) in 2000.

Pre-election buzz said that Wake County would be a bellwether not 
just for the state, but for the nation in signaling how the electorate 
may have changed in Obama’s favor. Wake voters turned out huge for 
Obama, where he outperformed Kerry by 8 percentage points , and Gore 
by nearly 11 percentage points.

Obama outperformed Perdue in the three core counties of this 
region—Durham, Orange, and Wake — and Perdue got more votes in 
all the surrounding counties, except for Chatham.
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!e North Carolina political landscape has 
shifted, at least temporarily, to move outside 
the bounds of predictability for President. From 
1960 to 2004, 27 counties mirrored the state 
outcome for President at least 92 percent of the 
time. Before 2008, North Carolina had voted 
for a Democratic candidate for President in only 
three of twelve elections, which meant that 
most of these counties had been considered 
Republican-leaning since 1980. 

In 2008, only two of these 27 counties, 
Forsyth and Wilson, voted with the state to 
choose Obama for President. Forsyth County 
has mirrored the statewide choice in every 
election since 1964. Wilson county has done 
so every election since 1960 except the 1968 
election, when it went for George Wallace.

Two North Carolina counties have perfectly 
re%ected the state election result for governor 
in the last 13 election: Wake and Rockingham. 
Brunswick County had been perfect until the 
2008 election. Six other counties — Buncombe, 
Dare, Lee, Mecklenburg, New Hanover and 
Person—have re%ected the state outcome in 12 
out of the 13 elections.

Dare County and New Hanover County are 
the only North Carolina counties where voters 
have consistently voted with the statewide 
majority since 1960. !is pattern is even more 
impressive considering the population shifts 
that have taken place in both counties over the 
last 30 years.  

New Hanover County has gone beyond 
consistently choosing the state’s winning 

candidate; it has consistently done so in 
proportions similar to the statewide electorate. 
In the four gubernatorial and four presidential 
elections since 1996, New Hanover County 
has only varied from the statewide voting 
proportion by an average one and a half 
percentage points.

In 2008, New Hanover County was within 
one percentage point of the statewide outcome 
for both governor and president. In the 
gubernatorial race, the county was closer to 
mirroring the statewide outcome than all but 
four other counties. For the presidential race, 
New Hanover County was closer than all but 
seven others.
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Counties won by both Barack Obama (Pres.) and Beverly Perdue (Gov.)

Counties won by John McCain (Pres.) and Beverly Perdue (Gov.)

Counties won by both John McCain (Pres.) and Pat McCrory (Gov.)

Legend

2008 Presidential and Gubernatorial Returns
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Strong Republican counties

Strong Democrat counties

Margins taken between the President, Governor, and US Senate races in 2008

Democrat and Republican Stronghold Counties in North Carolina

Perhaps the most notable thing about this  
map is what isn’t on it. Not one of North 
Carolina’s 100 counties was won by both  
Barack Obama and Pat McCrory. Consistent 

In general elections, a majority of eastern 
counties continue to lean Democratic, whereas 
Republican strength remains concentrated in 
the lower Piedmont and west. However, there 
is a Democratic trend in a handful of western 

counties which "rst appeared in the 2006 
congressional elections and remained in 2008. 
It remains to be seen if this trend holds in 
future elections. 

with North Carolina’s history of split ticket 
voting in presidential election years, John 
McCain was able to win 27 counties also won  
by Beverly Purdue.  
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Margin in the number of votes
received by the Republican candidates
for President and Governor in 2008

25 - 50% in favor of McCain

10 - 25% in favor of McCain

0 - 10% in favor of McCain

0 - 25% in favor of McCrory

0 - 25% in favor of Obama

0 - 10% in favor of Perdue

10 - 25% in favor of Perdue

25 - 50% in favor of Perdue

Comparative number of votes
received by the Democratic candidates
for President and Governor in 2008

No matter which candidate won the county, 
this map shows votes cast for the Republican 
candidate for Governor in relation to votes cast 
for the Republican candidate for President. !e 
result shows us that John McCain won a larger 
margin of total votes cast for president than 

No matter which candidate won the county, 
this map shows votes cast for the Democratic 
candidate for Governor in relation to votes cast 
for the Democratic candidate for President. 
Barack Obama made his strongest showing in 
the three metro areas of the state: the Triangle, 

Triad, and Charlotte-Mecklenburg. !is is 
consistent with his campaign’s strategy of 
racking up votes in the metro areas across the 
nation. Beverly Purdue won a larger margin of 
votes for governor than Obama did votes for 
president in the eastern and western counties, 

consistent with the long-standing strategy 
of gubernatorial candidates pushing hard to 
win the east. As highlighted elsewhere in this 
report, Watauga County gave an especially 
strong showing for Obama in comparison to 
other western counties.

McCrory won in total votes cast for governor 
in all but a handful of counties. McCrory 
outperformed McCain in only 10 counties 
concentrated in the Triangle and Charlotte-
Mecklenburg areas. 
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DISTRICT 5

When state lawmakers drew the boundaries for Congressional districts following the 2000
Census, every Congressional district contained 619,178 people. If lawmakers were to redistrict
today based on the 2007 population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau, the new ideal
district would have 682,297 residents, representing growth of about 63,000 residents per 
district. Two districts, the 4th and the 9th, heavily skew this average due to population growth 
of 125,000 and 158,000 residents respectively. !e average growth of the other 11 districts is 
about 49,000 residents. 

In the four election cycles since the new Congressional districts were introduced in 2002 
(52 elections overall), two Congressional seats have switched from one party to another: 
Shuler v. Taylor (’06) and Kissell v. Hayes (’08). In all four of these election cycles, the margin 
of victory in each district has remained relatively consistent, with a slight shift towards the 
Democratic Party shown in most districts.1

When lawmakers drew the lines, the state contained "ve districts that leaned heavily 
toward the Democratic Party (1st, 2nd, 4th, 7th, 12th), "ve districts that leaned heavily toward 
the Republican Party (3rd, 5th, 6th, 9th, 10th), and three that were intended to be relatively 
competitive (8th, 11th, 13th). (For these purposes, a competitive district is one where the 
winning candidate won 55 percent or less of the vote.) !e 2002 election resulted in a seven 
to six Republican majority, with two of three competitive districts being held by incumbent 
Republicans, Robin Hayes and Charles Taylor, and Democrat Brad Miller winning the newly 
created 13th district. 

DISTRICT 1

DISTRICT 2

DISTRICT 3

DISTRICT 4

DISTRICT 6
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Since 2002, ten districts have had clear partisan leaning. Among the Democratic districts, 
the Democratic incumbents in the 1st, 2nd and 12th districts consistently won larger percentages 
of the vote between 2002 and 2008. !e 4th district and 7th district have %uctuated within a 
small range during these four elections. In each of these districts, Democratic candidates have 
consistently won greater than 60 percent of the vote.  

In all "ve Congressional districts (3rd, 5th, 6th, 9th, 10th) that lean Republican. Democrats 
have gained votes from one to "ve percentage points. In 2008, GOP candidates maintained a 
vote share of greater than 60 percent three of these “Republican districts” (3rd, 6th, 9th), while 
garnering just under 60 percent of the vote in the other two. !e most substantial change in 
the state’s Congressional districts has been within the 13th district. A relatively competitive 
district when drawn in 2002, the 13th district has become solidly Democratic, with Miller 
garnering 66 percent of the vote in 2008.

!us, the 8th and 11th districts are the state’s two remaining competitive districts. In 2002, 
incumbent Republican Congressmen held these seats. Due in part to recent population shifts, 
Democrats have had recent successes in each district and currently hold the seats. !e 8th 
district has been and remains competitive with no candidate receiving more than 55 percent 
of the vote since 2004. !e 11th district has shifted from voting 55 percent for the Republican 
candidate, Charles Taylor, in 2004 to 54 percent for the Democratic candidate, Heath Shuler, 
in 2006, to over 62 percent for Shuler in 2008.

1 !is analysis only refers to general elections with two major party candidates.

DISTRICT 9

DISTRICT 10

DISTRICT 11

DISTRICT 12

DISTRICT 13

DISTRICT 7 DISTRICT 8
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District Change in population since 2000
1      -11,329

2      68,353

3      56,44

4      125,217

5      38,131

6      61,993

7      7,27

8      45,724

9      158,242

10    4,763

11     43,111

12     42,917

13     81,111


