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Summary
After reaching an unprecedented high of 6.8M in 1996, the number of registered voters in
Pennsylvania continued to grow each presidential election year until peaking in 2008. During the 2008
election, the number of voter registrations in the state reached almost 8.8M. In 2012 the number
declined slightly before recovering to 8.7M in 2016.1
Even accounting for the decline, there were 28% (1.9M) more registered Pennsylvania voters in
2016 than twenty years ago. While 2008 saw a peak in the number of registered voters, this year did not
represent the largest election-to-election gain during the period. In fact, the gain in voter registrations
from 2004 to 2008 was actually smaller than the previous periods’ gains. That is, most of the peak of
2008 was “built” from the gains from 1996 to 2000 and from 2000 to 2004.
The number of registered voters did not grow evenly across the Commonwealth during this
period. The main engine of registration growth was a large area in the southeast corner of the state
comprising most of the counties in the Philadelphia and Pennsylvania Dutch regions, and to a lesser
extent the Lehigh Valley and the eastern-most counties of the Northeast Poconos. Growth was more
modest or mixed in a few other areas of the state, such as the East Allegheny and Susquehanna Valley
regions. Other areas seemed to lag or stagnate, including almost every county in the western half of the
state. This included (with a few exceptions) counties in the Greater Pittsburgh, Great Lakes, and
Pennsylvania Wilds regions of the Commonwealth. Another area of relatively slow growth included most
of the Northern Tier counties, along with Lackwanna and Luzerne.
This same arrangement generally held for county rates of growth since 1996. However, certain
counties experienced much more rapid rates of growth than others, with Pike and Monroe counties in the
Northeast Poconos region seeing the greatest growth rates. Other rapidly growing counties included
York and Adams in the Pennsylvania Dutch region, Centre and Union counties in the middle of the state,
and the isolated case of Butler County outside of Pittsburgh.
While most counties followed year to year patterns in total registrations that made intuitive sense
based on their political leanings and the relative advantage each party candidate seemed to have in a
given election (e.g. registration in many Democratic leaning counties surged in 2008), there were some
shifts of interest. For example, since 1996, Luzerne, Beaver, and Bucks counties appeared to be relatively
competitive territory for both parties, though they typically favored the Democratic presidential
candidate. Even though registrations peaked in 2008 statewide, they actually declined for these three.
While 2016 saw a recovery from 2012’s slight decline in registrations, counties that favored Republicans
gained the most as a group. Even here there were exceptions, part of which may be due to long term
population declines, unfavorable perceptions of the Republican candidate, or both. For example, total
registrations actually declined from 2016 for Blair, Indiana, Somerset, Lawrence, and Bradford, all of
which had leaned Republican during the previous elections in the study period. Other shifts of interest
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were the large losses (25K+ each) of registered voters from Montgomery, Allegheny, and Philadelphia
counties in 2012. While Montgomery recovered most of those losses in 2016, Allegheny and Philadelphia
did not.
Despite these trends and shifts, the relative share of registered voters across the largest ten
counties has been relatively stable each presidential election for the last twenty years. In 2016 six
counties (Philadelphia, Allegheny, Montgomery, Bucks, Delaware and Chester) held 44% of registered
voters in the state, with the remaining sixty-one counties held 56%. In 1996 these same six held 46% vs.
54% respectively.
Details
Table 1 shows the number of registered voters by Pennsylvania county for six presidential
election years from 1996 to 2016. Grand totals for the state are shown in the top row.
The total of 6.8M voters registered for the 1996 election (Clinton v. Dole v. Perot) was
subsequently exceeded by all of the presidential elections that followed, but at the time it actually
represented a high water mark for the number of registered voters since as far back as 1960.2 This result
was surely driven mainly by the passage of the Pennsylvania Voter Registration Act in mid 1995, the
state’s “motor voter” bill.
After 1996 the number of registered voters continued to grow steadily up until 2008 (Obama v.
McCain), where it hit a high of almost 8.8M before receding by about 3% to 8.5M in 2012, and then
bumping back up to 8.7M in 2016.3 Thus despite the fact that the 2016 saw more votes cast than any
presidential election in the history of the Commonwealth, the number of people registered to vote that
year was actually not an all time high, although it was close to one.
Table 1 also illustrates the large differences in the total number of registered voters by county, a
result driven in turn by population size and to a lesser extent, age structure. The largest include
Philadelphia (1.1M in 2016), and Allegheny (924K) counties, the urban cores of the Philadelphia and
Pittsburgh metropolian regions respectively, along with the other four counties of the Phildelphia region
(1.8M collectively). At the other end of the scale are the rural counties of Fulton, Sullivan, Forest, and
Cameron, each with less than 10,000 registered voters in 2016. 4
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Pennsylvania’s relatively slow voting age population growth constrained registration until 1996. In fact, 1996 saw a relatively anemic growth in (estimated)
voting age population compared to the 1990 election, but the share of that population registered to vote actually ticked up dramatically. At the same time,
1996 also set the record for lowest voter turnout in the state from 1960 to 2016 at 66%. A summary of statewide registration and voter measures back to
1960 can be found here: http://www.dos.pa.gov/VotingElections/OtherServicesEvents/VotingElectionStatistics/Pages/VotingElectionStatistics.aspx . As
noted one likely contributing factor to the was the passage state Motor Voter Law in Jun 30, 1995, which likely drove up registrants, including indifferent
voters.
3 For ease of reading, this report rounds most topline numbers to the nearest unit or tenth of a unit, and results occasionally include percentages aggregated
from figures rounded to the nearest percent or tenth of a percent by county.
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The median number of registered voters for all sixty seven counties was 53K in 2016.
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Error! Not a valid bookmark self-reference. shows where voters resided, with each bubble
representing the relative number of registered voters per county in 2016, based on the figures in Table 1.
Again, the Pittsburgh and Philadelphia regions comprise the largest groupings of voters. Other important
concentrations of voters are in Erie, Lackawanna and Luzerne (home of Erie, Scranton, and Wilkes-Barre
PA respectivley), the Lehigh Valley (Lehigh and Northampton counties) and the Pennsylvania Dutch belt
running northwest from Franklin to Berks County. Centre County, home of Penn State, is also sizeable.
Many of the remaining counties comprise rural areas with smaller towns.
Which counties have seen the most growth in total registered voters since 1996? Figure 1 shows
the percentage growth (or in one case, decline) over the baseline total of registered voters for 1996 that
each county attained for each of the following election cycles from 2000 to 2016, ranked by 2016 growth
rate. As shown in the first row, by 2016 the total number of registered voters in the state was 28% larger
than it was twenty years ago, representing an increase of 1.9M registered voters. By comparison, the
state’s voting age population grew 9% during the same period.5 Figure 1 also shows that certain counties
have significantly outpaced others, with 19 alone growing more than 10% faster than the state as a whole
(that is by 38% or more). Some of these same counties actually saw peak growth in 2008, and had
receded somewhat by 2016.
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Figure 1
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Map 2 puts the results of Figure 1 in a spatial context, and shows the overall growth rate from
1996 to 2016 alone for each county.6
The map clearly shows where voter registrations grew rapidly and where they did not on a
regional basis. Certain counties clearly outpaced others, particularly Pike, Monroe, and (to a lesser
extent) Wayne and Carbon counties in northeast of the state. The growth in Pike and Monroe occurred
despite the fact that both counties have actually declined since peaking in 2008. Another rapidly growing
area is Centre County (home of Penn State) and Union County in the middle of the state. The entire
Pennsylvania Dutch region from Franklin to Berks also grew at a much higher rate than the state, with
York and Adams counties in particular leading the charge.
The suburbs of Philadelphia grew at a mix of rates. Montgomery, Bucks, and especially Chester
counties still exceeded the state rate, but Delaware County grew only slightly faster than Philadelphia,
which grew at a rate of 17%.7 Outside of Centre and Union, the counties in the Allegheny East and
Susquehanna Valley regions were also a mixed bag. A few (like Bedford or Huntington) just exceeded the
state rate, while the majority (e.g. Blair, Columbia, Juniata) fell under it.
Certain parts of the state clearly lagged in voter registration growth. Some, but not all, were in
rural territories. Out of the mostly urbanized seven county Pittsburgh metropolitan region, only Butler
County exceeded the state rate. In fact, no county east of the Allegheny Mountains appeared to exceed
the rate with the exception of Clearfield and Jefferson counties. Counties in this area that grew the least
included Cameron (declined 1%), Cambria (1%), Beaver (7%), McKean (7%), Lawrence (9%), and
Venango (10%). Out of the western counties, three in the Great Lakes region (Erie, Crawford, and Warren
in the northwest corner) did a little better than the rest, although their rates of growth still lagged behind
the state. Other noticeably weaker areas for growth include the (mainly rural) Pennsylvania
Wilds/Northern Tier regions across the top of the state, as well as a band of counties from Susquehanna
County down through the more urbanized Lackawanna and Luzerne counties (home of Scranton and
Wilkes Barre PA), to Schuylkill.
High growth rates do not necessarily mean large numbers of new registrants. Pike County’s 84%
rate of growth is impressive, but since it operated on a relatively small count of registered voters to begin
with, it contribution of registrants was limited. For example, while it ranked first for rate of growth, by
number or registrants added it ranked 25th. Map 3 shows the increase in the number of voters between
1996 and 2016, with each circle shaded by growth rate. Here we see that the fastest growing counties
did not always generate the largest number of voters. It is also quite evident from the map that most of
the growth in voters did indeed occur in the southeast corner of the state, in a roughly triangular area
from Franklin to Wayne to Philadephia. Collectively, this region accounted for 69% of growth from 1996
to 2016, about 1.3M registered voters.
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Keep in mind that some counties saw registration peak in 2008, even though a growth rate from 1996 to 2016 ignores what happened in 2008.
Since the base of registered voters was so large for Allegheny and Philadelphia counties in the first place, it would have taken very large numbers of
registered voters to attain higher growth rates for these counties. As it is, Allegheny County’ population has declined slowly since 1996, while Philadelphia’s
has edged slowly up.
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It is also important to remember that unlike population change, voter registration trends at the
county level can be fairly bumpy from election to election, and that the changes from 1996 to 2016 mask
the fact that counties with similar percent changes across those years experienced different paths
between those years.
Figure 2 shows the year to year increase or decline in registered voters per county for each
election year since 1996, sorted by the number of registered voters each county had in 2008 (not shown).
There are several interesting things to note from Figure 2. First as indicated by the first row, at
the state level the magnitude of the year to year gains from 1996 to 2000 and 2000 to 2004 were larger
than for the the year to year gains from 2004 to 2008. This same pattern held at the county level for
many, if not all counties. So while 2008 represented a peak in total voters, this peak was built on two
previous years of gains, one or both of which were often larger at the county level. At the state level, the
number of registered voters added per year actually peaked in 2000, and then shrank twice before
actually declining in 2012. Only one county, Centre, experienced any decline at all from 1996 to 2004.
Despite the fact that voter registration totals reached an all time high in 2008, some counties
actually saw declines. This included Luzerne, Westmoreland, Bucks, Beaver, Vengango, Mifflin and four
other rural counties. Vengango, Mifflin, and to a lesser extent Westmoreland had leaned red (in voting
for president since 1996) up until 2008, but Luzerne, Beaver, and Bucks had leaned blue.
2012 saw broad declines across the board for most counties, and this decline is the most
noticeable trend in Figure 2. Montgomery County actually saw the largest drop off, followed by Allegheny
and Philadelphia, whose losses were also large. Although steep, these losses were still outweighed easily
by what these counties had gained in previous years. Declines were not limited to blue or recently blue
counties however, with York and Westmoreland also seeing substantive declines. Relatively few counties
produced substantive gains in voters, but those that did included Chester, Centre, Cumberland, Lehigh,
and once again Luzerne.
As already noted, the total registered voters from 2016 represented a slight recovery from 2012,
not quite achieving the high point of 2008. Philadelphia and Allegheny experienced anemic recoveries,
while Montgomery gained much of its previous losses back, as did Dauphin County. Delaware County
was the only large solidly blue county to have actually gained over its previous losses in 2012. Bucks,
which has been a competitive county for both parties during presidential elections, also overtook its
2012 losses in 2016. Chester, Luzerne, Lehigh, and Northampton did not actually decline in 2012, and all
four notched larger gains in 2016. As might be expected based on what we know now, many historically
red leaning counties also saw sizeable gains in 2016, including Lancaster, York, Berks, and
Westmoreland. The 2016 gains for Lancaster and Berks exceeded the losses those counties experienced
in 2012, but the gains for Yorks and Westmoreland did not.
Figure 2 shows that many counties actually experienced declines in registered voters from 2012
to 2016. Some of these declines occurred in blue or recently blue counties such as Fayette, Washington,
and Lackawanna, but others occurred in historically red counties such as Blair, Indiana, Somerset,
Lawrence, and Bradford.
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The relative numbers of registered voters for each election dictated the county’s share of
registered voters for that year. Current shares of registered voters by county for the 2016 election are
shown in Figure 3. By share, the relative position of the larger counties remained fairly stable during the
study period. Again due to their larger populations, six counties dominated voter registration shares
throughout election 1996 to 2016 -- Philadelphia, Montgomery, Allegheny, Bucks, Delaware, and Chester
counties. In 2016 these six held a 44% share of registered voters, while the remaining sixty-one counties
represented the remaining 56%. This “six county share” has receded just slightly from from 1996, when
these same six counties had about a 46% share, and has been been fairly flat since 2008.
Figure 3
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Figure 4 shows the relative share of registered voters per county per year in detail, sorted by 2016
shares. It shows the relative ranking of the first ten counties by share was nearly fixed for all six
elections, at least when results were rounded to the nearest tenth of a percent. Only two counties
exchanged ranks, with Bucks edging past Delaware from 5th to 4th place in 2000, and Berks moving past
Westmoreland from 10th to 9th place in 2008.
Figure 4
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To recap, the number of registered voters during presidential has grown significantly in the last
twenty years. 1996 represented a significant surge in overall growth likely due to the effect of the the
state motor voter bill. The 2008 election also represented a peak, but this peak was built from larger
gains from the past two elections (2000 and 2004). 2016 represented a rebound from 2012, but the total
number of registrants did not quite exceed 2008. Registrant growth has not been evenly spread across
the state, with a large swathe of the east of the state generating growth, while counties in the west have
lagged. Further, each county’s road to growth was “bumpy”, with shifts from from election to election
clearly influenced by party affiliation, and the relative attractiveness of each candidate, and in some
cases, counterintuitive changes in registration based on past party leanings. Despite all this, the relative
share and pecking order of counties by number of registrants remained mostly stable over the period.
The size and direction (up or down) of county level gains and losses of registrants were heavily
determined by relative gains and losses of registrants at the party level in each election year, but which
are not shown here. Our next report will breakdown these same results by party.
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