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The Center for Immigration Studies has used newly released Census data to examine the November 2012 
election. The new data show that the share of eligible Hispanics who voted in 2012 was lower than in 2008, 
while the black share was higher than in 2008. The biggest decline in eligible voters was among whites, 

particularly those without a college degree. Had eligible white voters turned out at the 2004 rate, 4.7 million more 
of them would have voted, 4.2 million without a college degree. 

Among the findings:

•	 Overall, 61.8 percent of eligible voters turned out in 2012, down from 63.6 percent in 2008 and 63.8 percent 
in 2004. 

•	 Prior to the election there was speculation that Hispanics would be particularly animated in 2012. However, 
this turned out not to be the case. Only 48.0 percent of eligible Hispanics voted, down from 49.9 percent in 
2008. The 2012 turnout was similar to 2004, when 47.2 percent voted. 

•	 Hispanics were 8.4 percent of voters (11.2 million), close to the 8.9 percent the Center for Immigration Stud-
ies projected prior to the November election.1 If Hispanic turnout had been what it was in 2008, 450,000 more 
Hispanics would have voted. 

•	 Whites were also unengaged in the election, with a 64.1 percent turnout among eligible voters, down from 
66.1 percent in 2008 and 67.2 percent in 2004. (There is a break in the continuity of data by race, so elections 
prior to 2004 are not directly comparable to more recent presidential elections.)2 

•	 If white turnout had been what it was in 2004, 4.7 million more of them would have voted. Of the 4.7 million 
whites who sat home on Election Day relative to 2004, 4.2 million did not have a bachelor’s degree. 

The President received five million more votes than Governor Romney. What would have it taken for Rom-
ney to have won at least a plurality of the popular vote?3 (This does not mean Romney would have won the 
election since the Electoral College determines the outcome.)

•	 If Governor Romney had increased his share of the women’s vote by four percentage points, from the 44 per-
cent he actually received to 48 percent, then he would have won the popular vote. Each percentage point of 
the female vote equaled 714,000 votes.

•	 If Governor Romney had increased his share of the black vote by 15 percentage points, from the 6 percent he 
actually received to 21 percent, then he would have won the popular vote. Each percentage point of the black 
vote equaled 172,000 votes.
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•	 If Governor Romney had increased his share of the Hispanic vote by 23 percentage points, from the 27 percent he ac-
tually received to 50 percent, then he have won the popular vote. Each percentage point of the Hispanic vote equaled 
112,000 votes.4

•	 If Governor Romney had increased his share of the white vote by three percentage points, from the 59 percent he actu-
ally received to 62 percent, then he would have won the popular vote. Each percentage point of the white vote equaled 
980,000 votes.

Data Source. The data for this analysis come from the Voting and Registration Supplement of the Current Population Survey 
(CPS) collected by Census Bureau, which contains about 100,000 adults. The Voting and Registration Supplement is con-
ducted every other year after Election Day in November.5 The public-use file for this data was recently released. The survey 
asks individuals if they are registered to vote and if they voted. The survey also asks a number of other socio-demographic 
questions. The above analysis draws on both published figures and an analysis of public-use data of the voting supplement by 
the Center for Immigration Studies. 

Difference with Exit Polls. The Voting and Registration Supplement does not report how people voted, only who was eli-
gible, registered, and voted. In contrast, the national exit poll conducted by Edison Research for major news outlets reports 
who voted and how they voted.6 In some cases, the vote shares by demographic group from the Voting and Registration 
Supplement do not exactly match the shares reported in national exit poll. So, for example, CNN reports that the national exit 
poll showed that 10 percent of the electorate was Hispanic in 2012, while Census data show they were 8.4 percent. It must be 
remembered that the Census data have a margin of error of 0.3 percentage points so the range for the Hispanic share of vot-
ers is 8.1 percent to 8.7 percent — assuming a 90 percent confidence interval.7 Since the exit poll rounds to the nearest whole 
percentage, the Hispanic share could be 9.5 percent to 10.4 percent in the poll.  The exit poll also has a margin of error of one 
percentage point, assuming a 95 percent confidence interval.8 Thus the range for the exit poll is 8.5 percent to 11.4 percent. 
Therefore, the 1.6 percentage-point difference between Census data and the national exit poll for the Hispanic share of the 
vote is not statistically significant. 

Results in the Tables. Table 1 at the end of this Backgrounder reports the percentage of eligible voters who cast a ballot on 
Election Day in the 2004, 2008, and 2012 presidential elections. It also reports the percentage of the electorate each group 
represented. So for example, the table shows that 66.9 percent of eligible voters who live in owner-occupied housing voted in 
2012. Homeowners were also 77.5 percent of all voters in 2012. Table 2 reports the number of eligible voters by demographic 
group and the number who voted. 

Conclusion. The Voting and Registration Supplement collected by the Census Bureau is a valuable data source for examin-
ing who was eligible to vote and who actually voted. The voting supplement results, reported in the tables, show the great 
diversity of the American electorate. The electorate is comprised of numerous overlapping voting blocs. Many factors influ-
ence voting decisions, including race, education, income, gender, occupation, marital status, and age. Furthermore, there is 
ideology, party identification, religion, and voters’ perception of a candidates’ character that are not included in the Census 
data, but certainly matter a great deal. It would be a mistake to think of the electorate as one dimensional. 
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Voter Categories

Total Citizens 18-plus
Home Owners
Whites 
All Voters without a College Degree
Employed Persons
Married Persons
Women
Men
Whites without a College Degree
All Voters, Bachelor’s or More
Persons Not in the Labor Force
Voters 30-49
Voters 50-64
White Voters, Bachelor’s or More
Family Income $50k to $100k
Voters 65-plus
Persons Never Married
Renters
Family Income $100k-plus
Voters 18-29
Blacks (Non-Hispanic)
Veterans
Family Income $30k to <$50k
Divorced Persons
Family Income <$30k
Hispanics
Immigrants (Naturalized)
Widows/Widowers
Unemployed Persons
Asians

Table 1. Percentage of Eligible Voters Who Voted 
And Their Share of Electorate 2012, 2008, and 2004

Source: November 2012 Voting and Registration Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS), collected by 
Census Bureau, which contains about 100,000 adults. Figures for blacks, whites and Asians are for non-Hispanics. 
Hispanics can be of any race and excluded from the other racial categories.

Turnout 
Rate

 
61.8%
66.9%
64.1%
55.5%
64.3%
69.0%
63.7%
59.7%
57.0%
77.1%
58.9%
60.7%
69.2%
79.0%
70.3%
72.0%
50.0%
48.9%
78.4%
45.0%
66.6%
70.3%
60.4%
58.5%
51.3%
48.0%
53.6%
62.8%
51.9%
46.9%

Turnout
Rate

 
63.6%
67.8%
66.1%
57.8%
65.9%
69.9%
65.7%
61.5%
59.6%
78.9%
60.3%
63.3%
70.1%
81.1%
73.1%
70.3%
53.5%
51.6%
79.8%
51.1%
65.2%
70.9%
63.3%
59.0%
54.0%
49.9%
54.0%
61.6%
54.7%
47.0%

Turnout
Rate

 
63.8%
68.7%
67.2%
58.2%
65.9%
70.7%
65.4%
62.1%
61.1%
79.7%
61.0%
63.9%
71.6%
82.7%
74.4%
71.0%
52.0%
48.3%
81.3%
49.0%
60.3%
73.5%
64.9%
58.4%
52.9%
47.2%
53.7%
61.6%
51.4%
44.4%

Share of 
Total 

Electorate

100.0%
77.5%
73.7%
63.4%
62.9%
59.3%
53.7%
46.3%
44.3%
36.6%
33.3%
32.8%
30.3%
29.4%
23.5%
22.3%
22.0%
21.5%
19.5%
15.7%
12.9%
11.1%
11.0%
10.4%
10.2%

8.4%
7.0%
6.5%
3.8%
2.8%

Share of 
Total 

Electorate

100.0%
79.0%
76.3%
65.9%
65.6%
60.5%
53.7%
46.3%
48.0%
34.1%
30.8%
35.5%
28.0%
28.3%
25.6%
19.5%
21.5%
20.0%
18.3%
17.1%
12.1%
12.1%
12.3%

9.9%
10.1%

7.4%
6.3%
6.4%
3.5%
2.5%

Share of 
Total 

Electorate

 100.0%
81.8%
79.2%
67.6%
66.2%
62.8%
53.5%
46.5%
51.5%
32.4%
31.1%
38.4%
26.6%
27.7%
27.0%
19.0%
19.7%
17.4%
14.9%
16.0%
11.0%
13.8%
14.0%

9.4%
12.1%

6.0%
5.6%
6.5%
2.7%
2.2%

2012 2008 2004
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Voter Categories

Total Citizens 18-plus
Home Owners
Whites 
All Voters without a College Degree
Employed Persons
Married Persons
Women
Men
Whites without a College Degree
All Voters, Bachelor’s or More
Persons Not in the Labor Force
Voters 30-49
Voters 50-64
White Voters, Bachelor’s or More
Family Income $50k to $100k
Voters 65-plus
Persons Never Married
Renters
Family Income $100k-plus
Voters 18-29
Blacks (Non-Hispanic)
Veterans
Family Income $30k to <$50k
Divorced Persons
Family Income <$30k
Hispanics
Immigrants (Naturalized)
Widows/Widowers
Unemployed Persons
Asians

Table 2. Number of Eligible Voters Who Voted, 2012, 2008, and 2004 (thousands)

Source: November 2012 Voting and Registration Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CPS), collected 
by the Census Bureau, which contains about 100,000 adults. Figures for blacks, whites, and Asians are for non-
Hispanics. Hispanics can be of any race and excluded from the other racial categories.

Total 
Eligible

 
215,080 
 154,103 
 152,861 
 152,013 
 130,033 
 114,367 
 112,058 
 103,022 
 103,356 

 63,069 
 75,206 
 70,831 
 57,479 
 49,505 
 44,446 
 41,167 
 58,513 
 58,465 
 33,118 
 45,603 
 25,753 
 20,951 
 24,152 
 23,660 
 26,531 
 23,328 
 17,324 
 13,706 

 9,843 
 8,033 

Total 
Eligible

 
 206,072 
 152,730 
 151,321 
 149,333 
 130,569 
 113,527 
 107,255 

 98,818 
 105,533 

 56,739 
 67,014 
 73,508 
 52,425 
 45,789 
 45,964 
 36,295 
 52,703 
 50,812 
 30,100 
 43,844 
 24,322 
 22,278 
 25,439 
 22,012 
 24,562 
 19,537 
 15,390 
 13,621 

 8,489 
 6,911 

Total 
Eligible

 
 197,005 
 149,611 
 148,158 
 145,852 
 126,336 
 111,753 
 102,858 

 94,147 
 106,037 

 51,153 
 64,135 
 75,573 
 46,656 
 42,122 
 45,714 
 33,692 
 47,515 
 45,202 
 23,039 
 41,083 
 22,867 
 23,630 
 27,121 
 20,327 
 28,816 
 16,088 
 13,125 
 13,231 

 6,535 
 6,185 

Number 
Voting

 132,948 
 103,052 

 98,041 
 84,300 
 83,563 
 78,860 
 71,397 
 61,551 
 58,955 
 48,649 
 44,275 
 43,007 
 39,762 
 39,086 
 31,252 
 29,641 
 29,260 
 28,562 
 25,965 
 20,539 
 17,163 
 14,728 
 14,596 
 13,846 
 13,622 
 11,188 

 9,294 
 8,601 
 5,111 
 3,770 

Number 
Voting

 131,144 
 103,560 
 100,042 

 86,389 
 86,073 
 79,329 
 70,415 
 60,729 
 62,904 
 44,755 
 40,429 
 46,509 
 36,730 
 37,138 
 33,589 
 25,520 
 28,200 
 26,239 
 24,008 
 22,385 
 15,857 
 15,805 
 16,100 
 12,977 
 13,271 

 9,745 
 8,305 
 8,386 
 4,642 
 3,250 

Number 
Voting

  125,736 
 102,837 

 99,567 
 84,948 
 83,250 
 78,984 
 67,281 
 58,455 
 64,747 
 40,789 
 39,124 
 48,275 
 33,411 
 34,820 
 33,993 
 23,925 
 24,730 
 21,833 
 18,737 
 20,125 
 13,799 
 17,367 
 17,610 
 11,881 
 15,242 

 7,587 
 7,042 
 8,155 
 3,362 
 2,748 

2012 2008 2004
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End Notes
1  The Center for Immigration Studies projections of the Hispanic vote for 2012, which were released in August of that year 
can be found here. The margin of error for their share of the vote is 0.3 percent, so our projection of 8.9 percent and the actual 
vote of 8.4 percent do overlap. 

2  Starting with the 2004 November supplement, voters could choose more than one race. In contrast, the question that identi-
fies Hispanics is separate from the race question, and has remained virtually unchanged over time. Thus the Hispanic share 
is comparable over time. 

3  The popular vote totals were 65,899,660 (51.1 percent) for President Obama and 60,932,152 (47.2 percent) for Governor 
Romney — a 4,967,508 difference. Slightly less than 2 percent of the electorate chose another candidate. The calculations 
looking at women, black, Hispanic, and white voters assume the level of support for each candidate by demographic group 
as shown by the National Exit Poll done by Edison Research for major media outlets and reported by CNN. The results can 
be found here and here. CNN reports only whole percentage points without decimal places, our calculations reflect this. 
The population shares for each demographic group are based on the 2012 voting supplement shown in Tables 1 and 2. We 
subtract one percentage point of support from the president and add one percentage point to Governor Romney’s total until 
the point at which Romney has a larger vote total than Obama. So, for example, each percentage point of the women’s vote 
equaled 714,000. This number multiplied by four equals 2.86 million. Subtract this amount from the president and add it to 
the governor and the Republican candidate wins a plurality of the popular vote. Thus a four percentage-point shift flips the 
popular vote. One limitation of this approach is that it uses whole percentages. In the case of women, for example, a shift of 
3.5 percentage points rather than four percentage points might have been enough to change the popular vote. 

4  The fact that Romney would have had to secure half of the Hispanic vote implies that mathematically, even if there were no 
Hispanic voters, the president might still have won a plurality of the popular vote. Consider the following: Obama’s margin 
of victory in the popular vote was 4.968 million. The total Hispanic vote as shown in Table 2 was 11.188 million. Assuming 
the national exit poll is correct, 7.943 million (71 percent) of Hispanics voted for Obama and 3.021 million (27 percent) 
voted for Romney, the difference (7.943 minus 3.021) is 4.923 million, which is slightly smaller than the president’s margin 
of victory. This means that without the Hispanic vote, the president would still have won a plurality of the popular vote. 
However, given the small difference between the president’s margin of victory and the president’s net gain of Hispanic votes, 
coupled with sampling and non-sampling error in the exit poll and the voting supplement, this conclusion is not certain. Of 
course it must also be emphasized that the popular vote does not decide elections, which are determined by the distribution 
of electoral votes. 

5  Results and information about the November supplements to the Current Population Survey can be found here.

6  The results for the 2012 exit poll as reported by CNN can be found here. 

7  The latest source and accuracy statement for the November voting supplement can be found here.

8  In an email dated May 22, 2013, Joe Lenski, a researcher at Edison Research, was kind enough to advise me that there were 
2,500 Hispanics in the national exit poll and the margin of error for their share of the total population was one percentage 
point. But he also advised me that Edison Research does not report the decimal point for its percentages. 

http://www.cis.org/projecting-2012-hispanic-vote-nationally-battleground-states
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/race/president
http://www.edisonresearch.com/home/archives/2012/11/edison-successfully-conducts-the-2012-national-election-exit-polls.php
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/race/president
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting/
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/race/president
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/socdemo/voting/publications/p20/2010/CPS2010-Voting_S&A.pdf

