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INTRODUCTION

I. IN SEARCH OF 
NORTH CAROLINA'S 
MISSING VOTERS

Recent elections in North 
Carolina have been marred 
by false allegations of 
voter fraud based on 
the claim that the state’s 
voter rolls are bloated 
with “ineligible” voters. 
These loud and relentless 
accusations are usually 
based upon erroneous data 
analysis and lack any real 
evidence of widespread 
unlawful voting They have 
nonetheless captured the 
imagination of legislators 

across the country who are erecting 
additional barriers to the ballot box 
for people who want to exercise their 
fundamental right to vote.1 

The real threat to our democracy is 
just the opposite: too many people 
don’t register to vote and don’t show 
up at the polls. As a result, public 
officials are chosen by a fraction of the 
electorate and legislative bodies are not 
truly representative of the people. Even 
in record years of voter turnout, the 
United States lags significantly behind 
global peers.2 

Nearly 1.5 million North Carolinians 
are considered “missing voters” — 
U.S. citizens aged 18 or older who are 
eligible to vote but are not registered, or 
who are registered, but are in “inactive” 
status because they’ve gone two 
federal election cycles or more without 
casting a ballot. The number of missing 
voters is more than the combined 

population of the state’s largest cities, 
Charlotte and Raleigh. This is perhaps 
unsurprising given North Carolina’s 
democratic ecosystem, which is rife 
with obstacles to civic engagement. 
According to Dēmos’s Power Scorecard, 
North Carolina ranks 38th in terms of 
democratic vitality.3  This means North 
Carolina is in the bottom quarter of 
states based on how easily people 
can engage in the political process to 
determine who represents them and 
how they are served.4  It ranks 39th in 
terms of representative elections, or 
how people experience and participate 
in inclusive electoral processes.5  
These rankings confirm the need to 
improve systems that facilitate political 
participation in the state.

Even more concerning, a close look at 
North Carolina’s data tells us that the 
status quo is leaving behind voters from 
our most vulnerable and historically 
marginalized communities, namely 
Black and brown voters, voters with 
disabilities, and our youngest voters.  
 
In this report, Southern Coalition for 
Social Justice and Dēmos set the record 
straight regarding North Carolina’s voter 
rolls. Using reliable methodology and 
accurate data, we find North Carolina 
has nearly 1.5 million missing voters. 
We also examine barriers to voting in 
North Carolina to identify common-
sense policy changes that can expand 
voter participation and move us 
closer to an inclusive and multiracial 
democracy.

U.S. citizens aged 
18 or older who 
are eligible to 
vote but are not 
registered, or who 
are registered, 
but are in 
“inactive” status.

MISSING VOTERS
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Regular voters  
(approx.�6.5�milion)

Missing voters who are 
inactive but registered to vote  
(approx.�1�million)

Missing voters who are not 
registered to vote  
(approx.�500,000)

ELIGIBLE VOTERS IN 
NORTH CAROLINA

Each circle represents 
10,000 people.



REGISTRATION, TURNOUT, AND 
INACTIVITY RATES
For registration and turnout data, we 
relied on a combination of U.S. Census and 
state election data. Registration rates are 
notably difficult to measure because of 
the unreliability of self-reported data and 
the undercount of unregistered people 
in commercial voter files. In many cases, 
researchers prefer using data collected 
by the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current 
Population Survey (CPS), as the Census 
Bureau’s practices are standardized and 
provide a useful baseline to compare 
across states and elections. However, 
these data related to registration and 
turnout are unavailable at the county level.  

For these reasons, we compared the 
overall registration rates reported by 
the 2020 CPS to the CVAP to determine 
the total number of unregistered voters 
in North Carolina. Then, to examine 
the electorate by age and race, we 
used the North Carolina State Board of 
Elections' voter file for state and county 
breakdowns. While the CPS does also 
provide registration rates by age and race, 
we wanted to be able to compare county 
registration rates against the state average, 
so we relied on the voter file for that 
information. To determine the number of 
infrequent voters, we used North Carolina 
State Board of Elections data to determine 
whether registered voters had participated 
in any of the last two federal elections.
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METHODOLOGY

II. METHODOLOGY

DEFINITIONS
MISSING VOTERS fall into two categories:

• UNREGISTERED VOTERS:  Unregistered voters 
are U.S. citizens aged 18 and over who 
are eligible but not registered to vote. 

• INFREQUENT VOTERS: In every election, a 
sizeable number of registered voters 
do not cast a ballot. For purposes of 
this report, we define infrequent voters 
as registered voters who have not 
participated in the past two federal 
elections. This definition parallels 
state law, which designates voters as 
“inactive” if they do not participate 
in two federal elections and do not 
respond to subsequent confirmation 
mailings. 6

CITIZEN VOTING AGE POPULATION (CVAP): The 
number of U.S. citizens over the age of 
18. Depending on the data set, the CVAP 
can include people who are not eligible to 
vote for state policy reasons, such as those 
serving felony sentences.  

To develop a profile of the North Carolina 
electorate, we used a combination of U.S. 
Census Bureau data and public voter files 
available from the North Carolina State 
Board of Elections.7  To determine racial 
estimates based on U.S. Census data, we 
used the “Asian alone,” “Black or African 
American alone,” “American Indian or 
Alaskan Native alone,” “Native Hawaiian 
or Pacific Islander,” and “white alone” 
categories, so multiracial individuals are 
not double counted in estimates of those 
populations. To develop estimates for the 
Latino/Latina/Latine population (henceforth 
“Latino”), we used the “Hispanic or Latino (of 
any race)” category, which is classified as an 
ethnic rather than racial category in the data.
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North Carolina had about 8 million 
voting-eligible adults in early fall 2024, 
according to Carolina Demography, 
a demographic research center at 
the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill.8  As of March 2025, after 
the November 2024 general election 
and subsequent list maintenance, 
the number of registered voters was 
approximately 7.5 million.9 

Census data provide additional insight 
into what demographic groups may 
be over or under-represented among 
unregistered voters. For example, 2020 

Census analysis on voter registration 
rates (shown in Tables 1 and 2 on 
following page) shows North Carolina’s 
younger voters (aged 41 and below) are 
less likely to register to vote than older 
voters (aged 41 and above), and its 
Black and Latino voters are less likely 
to register to vote than their white 
counterparts.

The lower registration rates for 
North Carolina’s Black and Latino 
communities are a result of the harmful 
legacy of the Jim Crow era as well as 
modern barriers North Carolina’s Black 
and brown communities face accessing 
the ballot, further described in the 
section on barriers to voting. 10 

There are a minimum of 500,000 
unregistered eligible voters in North Carolina.

UNREGISTERED VOTERS

III. WHO ARE NORTH CAROLINA’S 
MISSING VOTERS?

There are approximately 1.5 million missing voters in North Carolina:  half a 
million unregistered voters and nearly 1 million infrequent voters (registered voters 
who did not vote in the last two federal elections). Our analysis shows Black, Latino, 
and young voters are overrepresented in North Carolina’s missing voter population. 

18.75%�of�North�
Carolinians eligible to 
vote are Missing Voters
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ISSUES WITH REGISTRATION DATA
We used a combination of data sources 
to detail the North Carolina electorate, 
but voter registration data are imperfect. 
Many sources, including the U.S. Census 
and state voter files, undercount or are 
missing unregistered Black and Latino 
voters.13  These sources also tend to omit 
other historically-marginalized voters, 
including Asian voters, American Indian/
Alaska Native voters, young voters, low-
income voters, disabled voters, and more. 
For these reasons, we believe that the 
share of eligible Black, brown, and 
young people who are not registered 
to vote is even higher than what our 
analysis finds. For a more in-depth 
explanation of our use of data sources, see 
the methodology section above. 

UNDESIGNATED VOTERS
North Carolina does not require voters 
to disclose their race or ethnicity when 
registering, and one out of 10 registered 
voters are listed as “undesignated.” Nearly 
16% of this group skews younger, between 
the ages of 18 to 25, and 13% of 26- to 
40-year-olds fall into this category. Carolina 
Demography suggests this rise “could be 
a reflection of a shifting understanding of 
racial and ethnic identities, a reflection of 
potential voter fears about race/ethnicity 
being used to block access to the polls, or 
a rise in general distrust surrounding the 
current election system.” 14

Table 1: Estimates of North Carolina’s Voter 
Registration Rates by Age. 11 

AGE
2020 VOTER 
REGISTRATION RATE

Age�18-25 56.7%

Age�26-40 67.1%

Age�41-65 71.5%

Age�66�and�Over 76.3%

Table 2: Estimates of North Carolina’s Voter 
Registration Rates by Race. 12 

RACE
2020 VOTER 
REGISTRATION RATE

White 70.0%

Black 68.3%

Latino 54.3%

Due to limitations in the Current Population Survey and 
sampling challenges, not all racial and ethnic groups are 
included in Table 2. The margin of error for the Asian 
voter registration rate is the broadest at about 12%, and 
thus the estimated rate (76.4%) is not reliable enough 
to include. The American Indian/Alaskan Native and 
the Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander voter registration 
rates are also not reliable enough to include, given the 
low number of individuals who offered measurable 
responses (two people and one person, respectively). 15
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INFREQUENT VOTERS BY AGE
Young voters in North Carolina 
aged 18 to 25 are more likely to be 
infrequent voters compared to their 
older counterparts. While this age 
group makes up about 12% of the 
registered population, they account 
for almost 16% of inactive voters. In 
contrast, voters over age 66 make up 
about 25% of registered voters but 
only about 15% of inactive voters.

As of March 2025, North Carolina’s 
voter rolls include 988,581 
infrequent voters – voters who did 
not vote in the past two general 
elections (2022 or 2024) and did 
not contact their county board of 
elections to confirm they wish to 
remain an active voter. 17 

INFREQUENT VOTERS

Figure 1: Infrequent Voter Rates by Age.16 

15.83%

12.02%
Age�18-25

Age�26-40

Age��41-65

Age��over�66

38.14%

24.47%

31.16%

38.72%

14.87%

24.79%

PROPORTION OF 
TOTAL VOTERS

PROPORTION OF 
INFREQUENT VOTERS
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INFREQUENT VOTERS BY RACE
Black voters are significantly 
overrepresented among 
infrequent voters, making 
up 25% of inactive voters, 
compared to 19% of 
registered voters overall. 
In contrast, white voters, 
the largest voting bloc in 
the state, are less likely to 
be inactive: they constitute 
64% of all registered voters 
and 51% of those who are 
infrequent. 

In Figure 2, we combined Asian, 
American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN), 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 
(NHPI), and "Other" racial groups due 
to the extremely small sample sizes of 
AIAN and NHPI respondents. Because 
the resulting bars would have been 
too small to interpret meaningfully, 
we opted to aggregate for clarity. 
More detailed data, including for AIAN 
and NHPI voters, is available through 
the North Carolina State Board of 
Elections voter history file.19 

PROPORTION OF 
INFREQUENT VOTERS

PROPORTION OF 
TOTAL VOTERS
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Figure 2: Infrequent Voter Rates by Race.18 
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INFREQUENT VOTERS 
BY ETHNICITY
Similarly, Latino voters 
in North Carolina are 
also overrepresented 
among inactive voters. 
While Latinos make up 
about 4% of the state’s 
registered population, 
they account for 6% 
of inactive voters. 
The rest of the 
registered population 
is categorized as "not 
Hispanic or Latino" or 
"undesignated."

Figure 3: Infrequent Voters Rates by Ethnicity.20 
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Figure 4: 
Proportion of 
Inactive Voters by 
County.

GEOGRAPHIC BREAKDOWN
There is significant variation in the 
proportion of infrequent voters by 
county, ranging from 9% of registered 
voters (Alexander County) to 19% 
(Hoke County). Several counties (Anson, 
Cumberland, Gates, Halifax, Harnett, 
Hertford, Hoke, Onslow, Robeson, and 
Tyrell) categorized more than 16% of 
their registered voters as inactive.

WHO ARE N.C.'S 
MISSING VOTERS?

Table 4. 
Counties 
with lowest 
proportion 
of inactive 
voters. The 
full table is 
available 
in the 
appendix.

COUNTY PROPORTION OF 
INACTIVE VOTERS

ALEXANDER 9.2%

CHATHAM 9.4%

WAKE 9.6%

STOKES 9.6%

HAYWOOD 9.8%

CARTERET 9.9%

ALLEGHANY 10.0%

DAVIE 10.0%

HYDE 10.2%

DARE 10.3%

Table 3. 
Counties 
with highest 
proportion 
of inactive 
voters. The 
full table is 
available 
in the 
appendix.

COUNTY PROPORTION OF 
INACTIVE VOTERS

HOKE 19.3%

ROBESON 19.3%

ANSON 19.2%

TYRRELL 19.2%

CUMBERLAND 19.1%

HALIFAX 18.7%

ONSLOW 18.2%

HARNETT 16.8%

GATES 16.8%

HERTFORD 16.4%

FOR MORE INFORMATION
View the interactive 
geographic visualizations 
by scanning the QR code 
or visiting t.ly/proqq.

HIGHEST SHARES OF INACTIVE VOTERS LOWEST SHARES OF INACTIVE VOTERS

http://t.ly/proqq


COUNTY PROPORTION OF BLACK 
INACTIVE VOTERS

BERTIE 66.6%

HERTFORD 65.2%

NORTHHAMPTON 63.1%

EDGECOMBE 59.6%

HALIFAX 55.3%

VANCE 55.2%

WASHINGTON 54.6%

WARREN 49.7%

WILSON 46.6%

NASH 46.5%
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Figure 5: 
Proportion of Black 
Inactive Voters by 
County.21 

Table 5. 
Counties 
with highest 
proportion 
of Black 
inactive 
voters. The 
full table is 
available 
in the 
appendix.

COUNTY PROPORTION OF BLACK 
INACTIVE VOTERS

MITCHELL 0.3%

GRAHAM 0.4%

YANCEY 0.6%

CLAY 0.8%

AVERY 0.9%

ASHE 1.0%

SWAIN 1.2%

MACON 1.4%

CHEROKEE 1.7%

ALLEGHANY 1.7%

Table 6. 
Counties 
with lowest 
proportion 
of Black 
inactive 
voters. The 
full table is 
available 
in the 
appendix.

The proportion of inactive Black voters 
is highest in the Northeast region of 
the state, commonly referred to as 
North Carolina’s “Black Belt.” 

INACTIVE BLACK VOTERS BY COUNTY Bertie, Hertford, Northampton, 
Edgecombe, and Halifax counties are 
part of North Carolina’s “Black Belt.”

HIGHEST SHARES OF INACTIVE VOTERS LOWEST SHARES OF INACTIVE VOTERS
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IV. BARRIERS

BARRIERS

Nationally, North Carolina has rapidly 
declined in terms of ease of registration 
and voting. It is among the more difficult 
states to register to vote, ranking 30th in 
the nation in voting accessibility, according 
to the nonpartisan Cost of Voting Index. 22 
North Carolina’s rank fell by 14 spots in just 
four years (from 2020 to 2024), the largest 
drop among all states, “indicating that 
voting has become relatively more difficult 
for its citizens.”23  Some of the reported 
challenges to registration and voting 
include:  

• Lack of same-day voter registration on 
Election Day

• Strict voter ID laws

• Burdensome requirements to vote by 
mail, including providing a photocopy 
of photo ID and a notarized signature 
or two witness signatures on the 
return ballot envelope 

Our analysis revealed that North 
Carolinians face numerous logistical and 
structural barriers that likely contribute 
to low registration and turnout across the 
state. These barriers disproportionately 
impact Black and brown communities, 
young voters, and disabled voters. 

REGISTRATION BARRIERS
North Carolinians face significant logistical 
and structural barriers to voter registration.   

After the 2020 presidential election, over 
one fifth of North Carolina’s eligible voters 
did not register to vote due to logistical 
challenges. The U.S. Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey estimated 
14% of North Carolina’s eligible voters 
were unable to register because they “did 
not meet registration deadlines” or “did 
not know where or how to register.” 24  
Another 7.2% were unable to register due 

to disability or illness.25  These estimates 
reveal that additional accessibility 
accommodations and greater community 
education are needed to boost registration 
rates. 

The main structural barriers to registration 
are onerous eligibility requirements, 
particularly concerning mail access and 
felony disenfranchisement. 

• MAIL ACCESS.  North Carolina’s State 
Board of Elections uses a mail 
verification system to confirm residency 
for purposes of voter registration 
eligibility. This system requires 
everyone who registers to vote to have 
an address that can reliably receive 
mail from the U.S. Postal Service.26 This 
is required even for those who do not 
seek to vote by mail. However, mail 
access is not one of the requirements 
of eligibility under North Carolina’s 
constitution or law.27 Moreover, there 
is substantial evidence that mail 
deliverability is an unreliable method 
to confirm residency. This is because 
there are many reasons a piece of 
mail could be returned that have 
nothing to do with a voter’s eligibility or 
residence, including sender or postal 
errors, overflowing mailboxes due to 



15

unclaimed mail, lack of proper postage, 
and the fact that a substantial number 
of addresses, often in rural areas, exist 
on so-called “phantom routes” that are 
not within deliverable areas.28 Student 
voters, the unhoused, transient voters, 
and those who have been displaced 
by hurricanes and other natural 
disasters can be particularly at risk for 
having their registration applications 
denied based on lack of deliverability 
because of issues associated with their 
addresses. 

• FELONY DISENFRANCHISEMENT.  Individuals 
convicted of felonies lose their right to 
vote in North Carolina until they have 
completed their sentence, including 
any periods of probation, parole, or 
post-release supervision. This makes 
North Carolina among the more 
restrictive states in the country in terms 
of felony disenfranchisement.29 Instead 
of automatically restoring a person’s 
voter registration upon completion 
of a sentence, North Carolina 
requires people to re-register.30  This 
requirement falls disproportionately on 
the state’s Black population, given the 
entrenched discrimination in the state’s 
legal system that puts Black North 
Carolinians at 55% of the state’s prison 
population but only about 22% of the 
state’s adult population, according to 
N.C. Second Chance Alliance. 31

In 2022, a three-judge panel in 
Wake Superior Court found the 
state’s felony disenfranchisement 
law violated the state Constitution 
for discriminating against Black 
voters. This decision allowed 
over 50,000 people who were 
not in prison but on post-release 
supervision, parole, or probation 
to register to vote. In 2023, the 
N.C. Supreme Court reversed this 
ruling in a controversial decision.39  

“Voters who are unhoused don't have a safe place to keep their social security 
card, their ID, their driver's license or birth certificate. A lot of times they don't 
have a safe place to keep those so when one gets stolen, it all gets stolen. How 
do you replace your birth certificate if you don't have an ID? How do you get 
your ID if you can't get your birth certificate?”

—Jenny McKenney, North Carolina State Director, VoteRiders

Felony disenfranchisement can suppress 
overall participation within communities. 
States with a greater percentage of Black 
voters who cannot vote because of a 
felony conviction also experience lower 
overall Black voter turnout, even among 
Black voters not directly affected by felony 
disenfranchisement laws.32 This is likely due 
to the “communal nature of voting,” where 
communities often collectively participate 
in the process by sharing transportation, 
information about candidates and election 
deadlines, or encouragement.33 When 
members of a community are ineligible, it 
can break community norms around voting 
and lower total turnout rates. 



16

• LACK OF AUTOMATIC VOTER REGISTRATION 
(AVR). AVR would make registering to 
vote “opt-out” instead of “opt-in” when 
eligible citizens interact with government 
agencies, such as the Department of 
Motor Vehicles. AVR has expanded access 
to the ballot and is gaining momentum 
across the country.34   

• LACK OF SAME-DAY REGISTRATION (SDR) ON 
ELECTION DAY.  While North Carolina 
provides SDR during early voting, it is the 
only state that allows voters to register 
during the entire early voting period 
but not on Election Day.35 As a result, 
voters in North Carolina are unable to 
both register to vote and cast a ballot on 
Election Day, even if they come with proof 
of residence and fulfill the state’s voter 
ID requirements. That is not a theoretical 
problem — nearly 36,000 people had their 
provisional ballots discounted because 
they were not registered on Election Day, 
had tried to register after the deadline, or 
had been previously denied registration.35

POST-REGISTRATION BARRIERS
Even if a person successfully registers, they 
can encounter additional barriers before 
they make it to the polls. Our analysis of 
provisional ballot data indicates that there are 
eligible voters who are wrongly purged from 
voter rolls.  

Provisional ballots are intended to be a “fail 
safe” for voters who encounter an issue with 
their registration status at the polls, including 
previously registered voters who were purged 
from the voter rolls. In practice, however, 

provisional ballots are cumbersome and 
time-intensive to fill out. It is impossible to tell 
how many voters simply walk away without 
voting a provisional ballot when they are told 
they are not registered. A look at provisional 
ballots alone may not show the whole picture 
of who attempts to vote but is unable due to 
registration issues, but available data show at 
least some voters are disenfranchised by this 
process.  

For example, in the 2020 general election, at 
least 2,280 voters who were removed from the 
voter rolls in the prior year attempted to vote 
but were forced to cast provisional ballots.36 
In 2022, this was true for 1,770 voters who 
were previously purged and showed up to 
vote.37 And in 2024, county board research 
indicated that 5,608 provisional voters were 
“previously removed” from the voter rolls, and 
another 1,009 had “no record of registration” 
but matched against registration records of 
recently removed voters.38 

These data suggest some people were 
removed from North 
Carolina’s voter rolls 
when they were, 
in fact, still eligible 
voters. This may occur 
for several reasons 
entirely outside a 
voter’s control, such 
as the unreliability of 
mailing confirmation 
cards and the lack of 
funding available for 
more robust voter 
outreach. 

VOTING BARRIERS
Once North Carolinians clear the hurdle of 
voter registration and potential removal 
from voter rolls, additional structural barriers 
can prevent many from actually casting a 
ballot. These barriers have contributed to 
lower turnout levels for certain populations, 
including younger voters ages 18 to 25 and 
voters of color.

“My entire adult life I was involved in the criminal legal system and did not 
have the ability or the right or the interest half the time in voting, and so it was 
very daunting. It was, I don't know how any of this works. I don't know any of 
these candidates. I don't know who believes in me or not, but I know that this 
is something I didn't have the right to do before, and I have the right to do now, 
and I need to go do it right.”

—Kristie Puckett, Senior Project Manager, Forward Justice

BARRIERS
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Structural barriers to voting in North Carolina 
include:

• BURDENSOME ID REQUIREMENTS. North 
Carolina requires voters to provide 
photo identification at the polls in 
order to cast a ballot. These voter 
identification requirements have only 
limited exceptions. Reports to the Election 
Protection Hotline in the 2024 General 
Election indicated this ID requirement 
was frequently misunderstood by 
poll workers, who mistakenly rejected 
qualifying identification or provided other 
misinformation about the requirement to 
voters.   

North Carolina’s latest voter ID law was 
passed after its prior iteration was struck 
down as racially discriminatory by a federal 
appellate court who found the law targeted 
voters of color with near “surgical precision.” 
The more recent version of photo ID law was 
also struck down after the N.C. Supreme Court 

found it intentionally discriminated against 
Black voters. However, in an unprecedented 
move in 2023, the N.C. Supreme Court 
reversed that ruling after a shift in the 
makeup of the court.40  The legality of North 
Carolina’s voter ID law is still being considered 
in a federal court challenge.

• OBSTACLES FOR MAIL-IN BALLOTS. North 
Carolina is one of just two states (along 
with Alabama) requiring the signature 
of two witnesses or a notary for mail-in 
ballots to successfully be counted.41 This 
is in addition to the requirement that 
those voting by mail provide a photocopy 
of their photo ID. Restrictions also limit 
who can assist voters with completing 
and returning mail-in ballots. North 
Carolina is also among just 12 states 
that do not have secure drop boxes for 
mail-in ballot returns.42  These barriers 
disproportionately impact those who 
cannot make it to the polls in person, 
including voters with disabilities.

Table 7. 2024 General 
Election Voter Turnout, 
by Age Group by 
County.52 (Turnout is 
calculated by dividing 
the total number of 
eligible voters in an 
age group by the 
number of voters in 
that age group who 
cast a ballot.)

AGE GROUP NUMBER OF VOTERS WHO VOTED TURNOUT

Age�18-25 599,900 57.4%

Age�26-40 1,208,084 61.1%

Age�41-65 2,400,621 79.2%

Age�66+ 1,497,256 83.2%

Table 8. 2024 General 
Election Voter Turnout, 
by Race.53 (Turnout is 
calculated by dividing 
the total number of 
eligible voters in a 
racial group by the 
number of voters in 
that racial group who 
cast a ballot.)

RACE NUMBER OF VOTERS WHO VOTED TURNOUT

White 3,904,978 78.2%

Asian 92,886 67.9%

Black�or�African�American 1,018,521 66.0%

American�Indian�or�Alaska�Native 36,016 62.7%

Two or More Races 24,519 59.5%

Native�Hawaiian�or�Pacific�Islander 635 58.4%

Undesignated 447,637 58.2%

Other 180,669 58.2%
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People with disabilities also comprise a 
notable portion of missing voters in North 
Carolina, though voter files do not account for 
disability status. The U.S. Census estimates 
that 11% of North Carolina’s registered voters 
did not vote because of a disability or illness.43  
Furthermore, MIT’s Election Performance 
Index ranks North Carolina the 46th worst 
state for disability access in voting.44 

• LANGUAGE BARRIERS. Lack of language 
access can also prevent voters, and 
particularly naturalized citizens from 
immigrant communities who are not 
proficient in English, from accessing the 
ballot. According to the U.S. Census, 14% 
of North Carolinians speak a language 
other than English at home and among 
those, 38% speak English “less than 
very well.”45 The rate of limited English 
proficiency is especially high in particular 
communities. Among North Carolinians 
who speak Spanish at home, 42% are 

considered Limited English Proficient 
(LEP). Limited English proficiency is also 
significant among North Carolina’s Asian 
communities, who have emphasized 
the importance of language access in 
registering and voting.46  For example, 
among North Carolinians who speak 
Vietnamese and Korean at home, 62% 
and 54% are LEP, respectively. However, 
not a single jurisdiction in North Carolina 
is currently covered under Section 203 
of the federal Voting Rights Act (VRA), 
which guarantees multilingual ballots 
to language minority communities that 
reach certain population thresholds. 
While the North Carolina State Board of 
Elections offers a website that can be 
translated to additional languages and 
makes some election materials (such 
as voter registration forms) available in 
Spanish, access to information at the 
county level in other languages is more 
limited. 

BARRIERS
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ADDITIONAL ROAD-
BLOCKS TO WIDE-
SPREAD PARTICIPATION 
Lack of competitive races and 
districts can also contribute to 
lower turnout. As of 2024, one-
third (33%) of North Carolina’s 
federal, state, and local 
elections were uncontested.47 
Quantitative analysis has also 
confirmed that increased 
gerrymandering of voting 
districts — a persistent issue 
in the state — can cause lower 
voter turnout by decreasing 
the number of competitive 
districts.48 

According to the 2020 U.S. 
Census Bureau’s Current 
Population Survey, the 
most common reasons 
North Carolina voters gave 
for staying away from the 
polls were because they felt 
their vote wouldn’t make a 
difference (18.8%) or because 
they didn’t like the candidates 
or campaign issues (14.6%). 
In addition, significant 
numbers of voters also had 
barriers to access, including 
registration problems (7.0%), 
transportation issues (2.2%), 
and inability to find the time 
within work or other schedules 
(13.5%). 

These barriers all add up. 
According to State Board 
of Election data, over two 
million of North Carolina’s 
voters who registered to 
vote ultimately did not 
cast a ballot in the 2024 
election.49 Compared to the 
overall turnout rate of 74%,50 
turnout was markedly lower 
for younger voters (57% for 18 
to 25-year-olds), as well as for 
Black and brown voters (66% 
for Black or African American, 
68% Asian, and 56% Latino).51 

 “There are new rules that may not seem unreasonable at first, but in reality, they will affect different 
parts of the community disproportionately. Election boards have the responsibility to provide 
language access and translations, and to ensure those resources get to the voters who need it. Our 
representatives have the responsibility to enable that to happen.”

—Jimmy Patel-Nguyen, Communications Director, North Carolina Asian Americans Together

Table 9. Why North 
Carolinians Didn’t 
Vote. 54 

REASON PERCENTAGE

Not�interested,�felt�my�vote�wouldn't�make�a�difference 18.8%

Didn't�like�candidates�or�campaign�issues 14.6%

Too�busy,�conflicting�work�or�school�schedule 13.5%

Illness�or�disability�(own�or�family's) 9.2%

Registration�problems�(i.e.�didn't�receive�absentee�ballot,�not�registered�in�
current�location) 7.0%

Out�of�town�or�away�from�home 6.3%

Transportation�problems 2.2%

Concerns�about�coronavirus�(COVID-19)�pandemic 2.0%

Forgot�to�vote�(or�send�in�absentee�ballot) 1.6%

Other 55� 24.9%



20

RECOMMENDATIONS

V. STATE-LEVEL 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

A healthy and thriving democracy must 
include the nearly 1.5 million voters currently 
“missing” from North Carolina’s elections. 
The overrepresentation of Black and brown 
voters among North Carolina’s missing voter 
population, along with North Carolina’s history 
of restrictive voting policies, demands election 
policies that proactively address glaring racial 
disparities in voter registration and turnout. 
Our analysis also demonstrates a vital need 
for state elected officials to enact measures to 
increase access for young voters, voters with 
disabilities, and voters with limited English 
proficiency. We recommend that policymakers: 

• Allocate more funding and resources to 
state and county election boards to manage 
voter registration databases and increase 
voter engagement, with special attention 
to marginalized and underrepresented 
communities. This could include allocating 
additional funds to support and update the 
voter registration database, referred to as 
Statewide Elections Information Management 
System (SEIMS), and ensure North Carolina’s 
enrollment and participation in the Electronic 
Registration Information Center (ERIC). ERIC 
facilitates outreach to unregistered but eligible 
voters while also helping states to identify 
registered voters who have moved within the 
state or to another state, voters who have died, 
and potential duplicate registrations. It could 
also include expanded programs for voter 
registration at public colleges and universities 
and civic engagement programs in high schools 
to encourage voter registration as soon as 
registrants become eligible through youth-led 
outreach teams.  
 

• Enact automatic voter registration (AVR) in 
North Carolina, whereby eligible individuals are 
automatically registered to vote when interacting 
with certain government agencies (such as the 
DMV) but may opt out if they choose. The state 
should also designate more voter registration 
agencies to increase opportunities for voters 
to register and update their registration when 
needed.

• Provide expanded registration opportunities. 
Implementing Election Day same-day 
registration would allow voters with proof of 
residence to vote on election day. Eliminating 
the requirement that any same-day registrant 
who produced proof of residency must also 
pass mail verification to have their vote counted 
would prevent eligible voters from having their 
ballot rejected because of mail access issues 
beyond their control. Offering expanded online 
voter registration that does not require an 
account with the Department of Motor Vehicles 
(which can cause confusion as to whether a fee 
is required) would increase access for younger 
voters and those with transportation or logistical 
barriers to in-person and mail-in registration.
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• Reform voter registration list maintenance 
practices to make it easier for voters to stay 
registered. This includes ending the use of 
failure to vote and mail undeliverability to trigger 
removal. Instead, the state should provide 
resources for additional methods (e.g., phone, 
text, and email) to reach voters before they are 
removed from the voter rolls and make it easier 
for them to confirm their eligibility.

• Enact automatic restoration of voting 
rights after sentence completion, to ensure 
that people can be invested members of 
their communities with the long-term goal of 
ending the discriminatory practice of felony 
disenfranchisement. 

• Lower the burden of voting through various 
reforms, especially for marginalized and 
underrepresented communities. This could 
include increasing requirements and funding for 
early voting and election-day voting locations 
to reduce waiting times and lines; reducing the 

witness and ID requirements for mail-in ballots 
and allowing ballot drop boxes for their return; 
and reversing the recent changes that reduced 
the time for postmarked mail-in ballots to be 
received by county board of elections (back to 
three days post-election) and for voters to cure 
any issues with them (back to nine days post-
election). 

• Develop robust language access policies 
and practices to ensure that eligible voters 
can participate in elections, regardless of their 
English language fluency. 

When unnecessary and discriminatory barriers to 
voting are removed, North Carolina’s missing voters 
will be found. Policymakers can address this and 
other threats to our democracy by implementing the 
above recommendations. These policy proposals 
represent a floor—though certainly not a ceiling—of 
changes that would secure access to the ballot for 
millions of North Carolinians and bring us closer to 
being a government that is of, by, and for the people. 
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COUNTY PROPORTION OF 
INACTIVE VOTERS

PROPORTION OF INACTIVE 
BLACK VOTERS

ALAMANCE 12.6% 25.8%

ALEXANDER 9.2% 7.5%

ALLEGHANY 10.0% 1.7%

ANSON 19.2% 45.8%

ASHE 11.2% 1.0%

AVERY 15.0% 0.9%

BEAUFORT 10.7% 30.9%

BERTIE 14.7% 66.6%

BLADEN 12.4% 35.3%

BRUNSWICK 10.8% 10.0%

BUNCOMBE 14.2% 7.3%

BURKE 13.3% 6.9%

CABARRUS 12.5% 24.9%

CALDWELL 12.8% 8.0%

CAMDEN 12.6% 11.0%

CARTERET 9.9% 6.0%

CASWELL 12.8% 35.3%

CATAWBA 12.9% 11.4%

CHATHAM 9.4% 13.6%

CHEROKEE 15.1% 1.7%

CHOWAN 12.6% 38.1%

CLAY 12.4% 0.8%

CLEVELAND 13.3% 25.3%

COLUMBUS 14.0% 35.3%

CRAVEN 12.2% 23.8%

CUMBERLAND 19.1% 38.7%

CURRITUCK 13.2% 5.7%

DARE 10.3% 3.1%

DAVIDSON 11.9% 12.7%

DAVIE 10.0% 10.2%

DUPLIN 14.9% 29.1%

DURHAM 14.2% 34.1%

EDGECOMBE 15.3% 59.6%

VII. APPENDIX

Table 10. 
North 
Carolina 
Counties and 
proportion of 
inactive voters 
and inactive 
Black voters.
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COUNTY PROPORTION OF 
INACTIVE VOTERS

PROPORTION OF INACTIVE 
BLACK VOTERS

FORSYTH 12.6% 29.1%

FRANKLIN 11.7% 26.4%

GASTON 14.3% 23.6%

GATES 16.8% 31.3%

GRAHAM 12.1% 0.4%

GRANVILLE 12.6% 32.1%

GREENE 11.8% 42.0%

GUILFORD 14.6% 40.7%

HALIFAX 18.7% 55.3%

HARNETT 16.8% 24.3%

HAYWOOD 9.8% 1.7%

HENDERSON 12.4% 4.6%

HERTFORD 16.4% 65.2%

HOKE 19.3% 33.5%

HYDE 10.2% 20.1%

IREDELL 11.9% 16.0%

JACKSON 16.3% 3.9%

JOHNSTON 11.7% 19.9%

JONES 11.1% 34.1%

LEE 14.5% 21.8%

LENOIR 13.4% 44.9%

LINCOLN 10.6% 8.1%

MACON 12.8% 1.4%

MADISON 12.4% 2.1%

MARTIN 11.7% 45.0%

MCDOWELL 11.9% 3.7%

MECKLENBURG 15.2% 34.1%

MITCHELL 10.4% 0.3%

MONTGOMERY 13.2% 21.5%

MOORE 11.0% 15.5%

NASH 12.9% 46.5%

NEW HANOVER 13.0% 15.1%

NORTHAMPTON 14.5% 63.1%
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COUNTY PROPORTION OF 
INACTIVE VOTERS

PROPORTION OF INACTIVE 
BLACK VOTERS

ONSLOW 18.2% 16.1%

ORANGE 12.2% 13.5%

PAMLICO 10.4% 16.7%

PASQUOTANK 15.0% 33.9%

PENDER 13.5% 14.7%

PERQUIMANS 12.7% 24.4%

PERSON 12.0% 30.5%

PITT 15.1% 38.2%

POLK 12.2% 6.3%

RANDOLPH 12.1% 9.6%

RICHMOND 15.3% 34.9%

ROBESON 19.3% 27.1%

ROCKINGHAM 12.2% 23.1%

ROWAN 13.4% 23.0%

RUTHERFORD 14.4% 12.5%

SAMPSON 15.2% 29.9%

SCOTLAND 15.3% 37.1%

STANLY 10.9% 15.2%

STOKES 9.6% 5.3%

SURRY 12.1% 5.5%

SWAIN 16.3% 1.2%

TRANSYLVANIA 11.3% 4.7%

TYRRELL 19.2% 33.7%

UNION 11.3% 15.3%

VANCE 15.5% 55.2%

WAKE 9.6% 23.5%

WARREN 13.4% 49.7%

WASHINGTON 14.2% 54.6%

WATAUGA 14.4% 3.1%

WAYNE 15.6% 37.5%

WILKES 10.3% 6.6%

WILSON 15.3% 46.6%

YADKIN 10.4% 5.0%

YANCEY 12.0% 0.6%
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WHO ARE NORTH 
CAROLINA’S 1.5 
MILLION MISSING 
VOTERS?

www.demos.org

DĒMOS
Dēmos is a non-profit public policy organization 
working to build a just, inclusive, multiracial 
democracy and economy. We work hand in hand 
to build power with and for Black and brown 
communities, forging strategic alliances with 
grassroots and state-based organizations. 

www.southerncoalition.org

SOUTHERN COALITION FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
Southern Coalition for Social Justice partners 
with communities of color and economically 
disadvantaged communities in the South to defend 
and advance their political, social, and economic 
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research, and communications.

Design by Liz Chen


