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Fifteen months after the passage of the Pennsylvania Voter Registration Act or state “motor
voter” law, the Democratic Party held the advantage in registered voters in Pennsylvania over the
Republican Party going into the presidential election of 1996. This gap remained relatively steady
from 2000 to 2004. By November of 2008, Democrats saw a large spike in registrations that put
them further ahead of the Republicans in the state in both absolute numbers and in registration
share. This enthusiasm did not last, however, and after 2008 the number of registered Democrats
dipped. In 2012 the gap between Democrats and Republicans did not close much due to a
contemporaneous decline among registered Republican voters, but thanks to a boost in GOP
registrations for the 2016 election the gap is narrower than it has been since 2004. The only group
to register uninterrupted growth during the last two decades were voters unaffiliated with either
party, although the greatest burst of growth for this group occurred from 2000 through 2004.1
The Democratic Party benefited from a shift in increased registration from 1996 through
2008 that was driven largely by a handful of urban and suburban counties in which the share of
registered Republican voters declined sharply and the number of registered Democrats increased
sharply. The most pronounced gains were in Bucks, Chester, Delaware, Lancaster, Montgomery, and
Philadelphia counties, all of which are in or adjacent to the Greater Philadelphia region, and are
among the most populous in the state. On the other hand, Allegheny County, the second-most
populous in the state, has seen voter registration levels remain largely stable, without the large
shifts evident in the counties surrounding Philadelphia during this period.
Maps 1-3 show the share of registrants held by the Democratic Party in November of 1996,
2008, and 2016 respectively. As shown in Map 1, the Democrats began the study period with a
significant advantage in voter registration over a large region in the southwest of the state,
including every county in the Pittsburgh region save Butler. Other apparent areas of strength
included Philadelphia city/county (but not adjacent counties), Lackawanna and Luzerne counties
(home of Scranton and Wilkes-Barre PA), and Erie and Cambria counties (home of Erie and
Johnstown PA). These maps ignore third party/unaffiliated registration share, such that for some
years, for some “pink counties”, the Democratic Party actually still held a weak advantage over the
GOP, but failed to crack the fifty percent mark due to the presence of third party/unaffiliated
registrants. They also ignore the number of registrants involved, which as will be shown, varied
significantly by county.
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For more on state voter registration trends, see “State Trends in Voter Registration by Party for Presidential Elections in
Pennsylvania: 1996 to 2016”, Center for Economic Development, Carnegie Mellon University, January 2018.
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Maps 4-6 show both the relative number of registrants in each county, as well as their
share by Democratic, Republican, and third party/unaffiliated/independent registrants, again
for 1996, 2008, and 2016. Map 4 starkly illustrates the relative importance of Pittsburgh and
Philadelphia to the Democratic Party, but also the fact that most registered voters in other
counties in the Pittsburgh region were registered Democrat. Meanwhile, the reverse was true
in the Philadelphia region, where most voters in counties just outside Philadelphia were
registered Republicans in 1996. Also of note are the relatively small share of total registrants
represented by third party/unaffiliated voters across the board. In 1996 only a few counties
appeared to have relatively sizeable shares of third party/unaffiliated voters, such as Centre
and Chester counties. Third party/unaffiliated registrants also appeared to be more common
in the greater Philadelphia region (inclusive of the Pennsylvania Dutch region) than in the
greater Pittsburgh region, particularly for counties outside of the urban core. Nor was third
party/unaffiliated registration very common in smaller urbanized areas such as Lackawanna,
Luzerne, or Erie counties. This third group would include independents. Keep in mind that this
was a year in which a third party candidate was actually running (Ross Perot, in his second, less
successful campaign).
The election of 2008 represented a record number of registered voters in Pennsylvania,
and a number that has not been equaled since (although 2016 came close). 2008 also
represented a high water mark for the Democratic voter registration in the state (although
much of this peak had been built in previous elections). As shown by Map 5, Democrats
notched noticeable gains over Republicans in the Philadelphia area, and these gains were also
accompanied by parallel growth in the third party/unaffiliated group, both at Republican
expense. At the same time, while total registrations grew slowly overall, Democrats did not
appear to gain a significant amount of ground on the GOP in counties in the Pittsburgh region in
2008 compared to 1996. The share of third party/unaffiliated registrants did grow noticeably
in the Pittsburgh region, accompanied in some cases by weaker, but detectable GOP share
growth for counties like Washington, Westmoreland, and Fayette.
Two other noticeable changes from 1996 through 2008 are the increase in the number
of registrants (i.e. that is the size of the pies) in the triangular area defined by Franklin,
Philadelphia, and Pike counties. The other is the increasing shares of third party/unaffiliated
voters (represented by the yellow “slices”) apparent on both sides of the state. Growth in third
party/unaffiliated registration clearly took hold in both areas, and actually exceeded that of
both parties combined, although the trend was most pronounced in the East. That said, as of
2008 this phenomenon was less apparent (if still detectable) in some of the smaller urbanized
areas and rural regions of the state.
In 2016 (Map 6) the Democratic share of registered voters in the west of the
Commonwealth receded (compared to 2008) in the face of third party/unaffiliated and GOP
gains. Similar, if smaller shifts in share occurred in the greater Philadelphia region. Once again,
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for the most part the share of third party/unaffiliated voters increased noticeably in both
areas.2
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Maps 1-6 are available as data visualizations here https://www.heinz.cmu.edu/ced/visualizations-aesop, and
include the years 2000, 2004, and 2012 which are not covered here.
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Figure 1 shows the percent growth from baseline year (1996) of each party group in each
county. Results are sorted by total registrants (not shown) in the county as of 2016. The first pane
clearly shows where the Democratic Party grew the fastest at the county level during the study
period, and also where it faltered. The number of registered Democrats doubled or nearly doubled
in Chester, Monroe, Montgomery, Lancaster, and Pike counties, although the initial bases upon
which these gains were made varied significantly in size. Nine other counties also delivered
relatively strong gains for Democrats by 2016 (50-90%) led by Centre, Union, Dauphin, Lebanon,
Cumberland, and Bucks. This same pane also clearly illustrates which counties suffered the
greatest (percentage) loss of registered Democrats since 1996, and when those losses occurred.
The most noticeable losses occurred in Westmoreland, Washington, Beaver, Cambria, Fayette,
Lawrence, Somerset, Armstrong and Greene counties, all of which are in the west of the state and in
or adjacent to the Pittsburgh region.
The middle pane shows the same results for the GOP. Immediately noticeable results here
are the (relatively) large losses in GOP registrants in Philadelphia, Montgomery, and Delaware
counties. While hardly a Republican bastion, Philadelphia still held 200K voters were still
registered with the GOP in 1996, a number that tumbled to 125K by 2016, despite the city’s overall
population growth. More striking are the losses in Montgomery and Delaware counties, which
began the study period with over 50% of voters registered with the GOP, and which both finished
2016 with Democratic pluralities.
The GOP did grow significantly (if not as dramatically) in other areas of the state. Counties
that saw the strongest rates of GOP growth (50% or more) from 1996 to 2016 include (in
descending order) Greene, Fayette, Washington, Butler, and Westmoreland, all of which are in the
Pittsburgh region or near to it. Also included are Adams, York, and Franklin. Each of these three
began 1996 with GOP advantages, and are all adjacent counties on the Maryland border in the
Pennsylvania Dutch region of the state. Pike County in the Northeast Poconos region is the only
county in this group that saw 50% or more growth for both Democrats and Republicans, surely a
result of the general rapid population growth the county experienced during the period.
While other counties experienced weak to moderate GOP growth during the period, Figure 1
also illustrates the general uptick in registrations (compared to Democrats) that the Republican
Party enjoyed over Democrats across most counties in 2016. In addition to these top nine gainers
above, thirty more counties saw GOP baseline growth rates where overall growth did not exceed
50%, but still exceeded Democratic rates by 5% to 50% by 2016.
But the most dramatic growth rates can be found in the third pane for third
party/unaffiliated registrants. This group saw registrants triple in the relatively small and mostly
rural counties of Clinton, Greene, Union, Fulton, and Northumberland. This group group grew from
150-199% of 1996 levels in Tioga, Adams, Jefferson, Crawford, Luzerne, Pike, Bedford,
Northampton, Lehigh, Philadelphia, Carbon, Juniata, Erie, and Franklin. Outside of that, the
numbers “merely doubled” (100-149%) for 30 other counties including Allegheny.
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Of course, large growth rates are not always accompanied by large numbers of registrants,
depending on county population size. Figure 2 shows growth from a baseline of 1996 (not shown)
from 2000 to 2016, ranked by the increase in registered Democrats from 1996 as of 2016. The
bottom row shows that Democrats peaked in 2008, reaching over 1M more voters than in 1996, but
then receded down to 880K more registrants by 2016. Given their relative population sizes and lean
toward the Democrats, it is not surprising that Philadelphia and its satellites top this list with the
greatest gains. Less expected is that after mildly swelling in 2008, Allegheny County, the second
most populated county in the state, was ranked 13th in absolute growth in Democratic registrants
between 1996 and 2016. The next ranked county from southwestern Pennsylvania in the list was
Butler at 21st.
Figure 3 shows the same results for the GOP. Again, GOP gains above baseline peaked in
2004, then receded until 2016. Absolute gains for Republicans per county by 2016 were smaller
but spread across more counties. The five counties that gained the most Republicans by 2016
included York, Westmoreland, Lancaster, Allegheny, and Butler. Some counties like Allegheny,
Lancaster, Bucks, Chester, Luzerne, Lackawanna, and Erie actually saw higher GOP numbers in
years previous to 2016, while most of the others such as York, Westmoreland, Butler, Berks,
Northampton and Washington saw peak GOP registration in 2016.
Only three counties saw real losses in GOP registration in 2016, but the numbers were
significant for Philadelphia, Montgomery, and Delaware. Interestingly, despite the GOP registration
bump in 2016, the number of Republican registrations lost by 2016 (compared to 1996) by these
three counties exceeded the number of Democratic registrations lost for the same period for the
counties at the bottom of the list in Figure 2. Put another way, counties that lost Democrats
between 1996 and 2016 lost a total of 69K registrations. The three counties that lost Republican
registrations for that same period lost a total of 165K registrations.
As shown in Figure 4, by 2016 the number of third party/unaffiliated registered voters
gained since 1996 surpassed that of the GOP at 690K v. 390K registrants. The main generators of
new voters were Philadelphia, Allegheny, Montgomery, Bucks, Chester, Lancaster, Lehigh, York,
Northampton, and Delaware. Noticeably lower down on the list as a contributor to this third group
were counties in southwestern Pennsylvania (outside of Allegheny). Westmoreland County would
be the highest ranking county of this set, at 17th.

12

13

14

15

Figure 5 summarizes the trends in registration advantage by major party from 1996 to
2016. Cells shaded red or deep red indicate the Republican Party held more than a 5% advantage in
registration share over Democrats for the county and election year. Salmon-colored cells indicate a
weaker GOP advantage of 3 to 4.99%. Blue and deep blue cells indicate a Democratic advantage or
5% or more. Grey cells indicate and advantage of less than 3% for either party (unspecified).3
In 1996, 17 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties tilted Democrat, with a lead of 5% or more in
voter registration over the GOP. These counties were, in order of Democratic dominance, Fayette,
Greene, Philadelphia, Lackawanna, Washington, Beaver, Cambria, Allegheny, Westmoreland,
Luzerne, Lawrence, Elk, Erie, Northampton, Carbon, Mercer, and Armstrong.
By 2008, The Democratic Party had a lead of 5% or more registrants over the GOP in 21
counties, adding Berks, Centre, Clinton, Lehigh, and Monroe counties, but losing Armstrong County.
Each of these newly gained counties saw increased levels of Democratic registration, some of which
actually overcame Republican levels, especially Centre County which held a Republican advantage
in voter registration of 8% in 1996, and a Democratic lead of 5% in 2008. Armstrong County, the
only County the Democrats lost (in registrations) during this period, went from a 6% Democratic
lead in 1996 to a 1% Republican lead by 2008. Again, there is a large spread in the level of support
the Democratic Party enjoys in each of the counties where they hold a 5%+ advantage in terms of
voter share, from a low of 5% in Centre County and Clinton County to a high of 65% in Philadelphia
County. However, only 8 of the 16 counties in Pennsylvania that maintained a 5%+ Democratic lead
in both 1996 and 2008 saw an increase in registrant share during this time period, the other 8 saw
a decline
By 2016, only 18 Pennsylvania counties leaned Democratic. By this time Democrats no
longer enjoyed a registration advantage of 5% or more in Carbon, Centre, Clinton, Mercer, and
Westmoreland counties. However, Democrats did gain a 5%+ advantage in Dauphin and
Montgomery. Four of the five counties lost (Carbon, Center, Mercer, and Westmoreland) remained
mostly Democratic as of 2016, but enjoyed an advantage in voter share of less than 5%. The
remaining county, Clinton, shifted from a 5% Democratic advantage to a just under 5% Republican
advantage from 2008 to 2016 (the figure in the cell is rounded up).
In 1996, 41 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties could be considered Republican leaning, with a
lead of more than 5% in voter registration over the Democratic Party. These counties were Adams,
Bedford, Blair, Bradford, Bucks, Butler, Cameron, Centre, Chester, Clarion, Crawford, Cumberland,
Dauphin, Delaware, Forest, Franklin, Fulton, Huntingdon, Jefferson, Juniata, Lancaster, Lebanon,
Lycoming, McKean, Mifflin, Montgomery, Montour, Perry, Pike, Potter, Schuylkill, Snyder, Sullivan,
Susquehanna, Tioga, Union, Venango, Warren, Wayne, Wyoming, and York. In each of these
counties, the Republican Party held an advantage in registrant share over Democrats from a low of
6% in Cameron County to a high of 45% Snyder County.
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All numbers are rounded to the nearest percentage point, and as a result some rounded values (like 4 or 5%) are shaded
differently in the table based on underlying, more precise values. Third party/unaffiliated registrants are ignored in Figure
5, although they ultimately influenced results.
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By 2008, only 37 Pennsylvanian counties were Republican leaning. By then the Republican
Party lost its 5+% advantage in Bucks, Centre, Dauphin, Forest, and Montgomery, but gained
Somerset County, which went from a 2% to 6% Republican advantage. Of the lost counties, only
Forest maintained a GOP advantage in voter registration share, albeit with a lead of less than 5%.
The remainder saw the Democrats take the larger share of voter registration over the GOP.
By 2016, 42 of Pennsylvania’s 67 counties were Republican leaning, with a lead of 5% or
more in voter registration over the other parties. By this year the GOP added six counties with a
5%+ registration advantage: Armstrong, Clearfield, Columbia, Indiana, Northumberland, and
gaining back Forest. At the same time, Delaware County dropped from 5% advantage for
Republicans in 2008 to 4% in 2016.
Of note are the eight counties that started 1996 with a relatively small differences (<=3%)
in registration advantage either way, including Northumberland, Clearfield, Columbia, Indiana,
Berks, Somerset, Clinton, and Lehigh. These counties began 1996 in the “grey area” in Figure 5. By
2016 the trajectories of these counties went in different directions, with Somerset, Armstrong,
Northumberland, Clearfield, Columbia, and Indiana leaning Republican and Berks and Lehigh
ultimately leaning Democrat. By 2016 the only county in this group in which the parties still
appeared to be relatively close was Clinton.
Table 1 shows the sixteen counties that experienced the most dramatic shifts in major party
advantage in either direction from 1996 to 2016. With some exceptions, it suggests a story of
declining Democratic fortunes in the inner and outer counties of the Pittsburgh region, balanced by
Republican difficulties in the suburbs of Philadelphia.

Table 1

DEMOCRATIC ADVANTAGE
(DEM-REP REGISTRATIONS)
2016
Shift (1996 to 2016)

COUNTY

1996

DELAWARE

-38%

4%

42%

MONTGOMERY

-26%

10%

36%

CHESTER

-32%

-5%

26%

DAUPHIN

-18%

5%

24%

LANCASTER

-38%

-20%

19%

MONROE

-4%

14%

18%

MIFFLIN

-14%

-31%

-17%

SOMERSET

-2%

-20%

-18%

CAMBRIA

33%

15%

-18%

BEAVER

36%

16%

-20%

ARMSTRONG

6%

-15%

-21%

FULTON

-8%

-35%

-27%

WESTMORELAND

31%

4%

-27%

WASHINGTON

37%

9%

-28%

FAYETTE

54%

25%

-30%

GREENE

52%

20%

-33%
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Not surprisingly no third party/unaffiliated group, individually or collectively, dominated
any county during the study period. The two counties that started with the largest share of such
voters in 1996 were Center County and Pike County (both 15%). The county with the lowest share
of third party/unaffiliated voters that year was Greene County, with only 3% of registered voters
belonging to this group. By 2008 Pike County had increased its share of other party registrants to
19%, as did Monroe County. Even counties with the smallest share of third party/unaffiliated
registrants saw an increase from 1996 to 2008, with Forest, Greene, and Fayette County each
recording 7% of their registrant total from alternative parties or unaffiliated.
Map 7 shows the number and share of third party/unaffiliated voters as of 2016. By 2016,
more than one in five registrants in Pike County were in this group, and fully sixteen counties had at
least a 15% or more share of third party/unaffiliated voters. Although other parties and
unaffiliated registrants remain far behind the Democratic and Republican party numerically, we
find a clear and increasing trend in both the number and share of registered voters in this third
group over the past twenty years. While the differences in share from county to county are not
wide (ranges from 9% to 21%) in 2016 the eastern half of the state had noticeably higher shares
than the west.
Map 8 shows the percentage decline in the combined share of registered voters of both
major parties vs. the third party/unaffiliated group. The range of shifts here is again narrow, but
there are some detectable if slight differences in spatial patterns on the extent to which the major
parties lost ground in registration vs. independent and third party registrants.
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