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Abstract

Among US states with party registration, many allow the unaffiliated to choose
either the Democratic or Republican primary. States with these semi-closed rules
thus provide an option to voters with greater choice than registering with a single
political party. Using the synthetic control method, I find that the introduction of
semi-closed primaries is associated with growth in unaffiliated registration. However,
the likelihood of unaffiliated registration is not even across the electorate in semi-closed
states. I show that it is most common where a voter’s party is not competitive and
the access unaffiliated registration provides to the strong party’s primary is valuable.
Consistent with this instrumental motive, unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states use
their freedom of choice to vote in the primary of the stronger party in the electorate.
This leads to significant crossover voting among unaffiliated voters who do not identify
with that party such as Democrats in red states or Republicans in blue states. These
findings show the unintended consequences of electoral institutions and find primary
crossover voting is more common under some circumstances than others.
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1 Introduction

Three-fifths of US states regulate primary election participation through party registration.

Citizens register with the Democratic, Republican, or minor parties or remain unaffiliated.

This choice determines which party primary they may vote in with “closed” primaries requir-

ing voters register with a party to participate in its primary. However, twelve “semi-closed”

states also allow unaffiliated voters to vote in the primaries of either major party.

States with party registration instituted this system to prevent primary crossover voting

(Ware, 2002). Yet closed and semi-closed states rely on a critical assumption to deter it: a

voter’s party registration matches their party identification. This may not be true and, under

some circumstances, a mismatch is widespread in the electorate (Arrington and Grofman,

1999; Key, 1949; Thornburg, 2018, 2019).

Some instances of this mismatch (termed “hidden partisanship”) are instrumental and

driven by a lack of interparty competition. There is evidence that voters who live in states

with closed primaries and identify with the minority party strategically register with the

strong party in order to gain access to its primary elections and select the nominees of the

party favored to win the general election (Arrington and Grofman, 1999; Key, 1949).

If this is the case, then semi-closed primaries, where unaffiliated voters may choose to vote

in either the Democratic or Republican primary, represent a more attractive prospect still for

instrumental hidden partisanship. In states with semi-closed primaries, voters who identify

with the electorally weaker of the major parties in a state but remain unaffiliated gain access

to the primary of the stronger party and preserve access to their own party’s primary. Voters

identifying with the weak party in semi-closed states should remain unaffiliated.

The greater instrumental utility of unaffiliated registration in semi-closed primaries should

lead states that implement semi-closed laws to increase the share of registrants that is unaf-

filiated. To establish causality, I use the opening of Arizona and North Carolina’s primary

elections to unaffiliated voters as comparative case studies. Using the synthetic control

method (Abadie et al., 2010), I generate a counterfactual version of the treated states that
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did not open its primary elections. Compared to this synthetic control, the proportion of

both states’ electorate that is unaffiliated significantly increased in the decade after the

implementation of semi-closed primaries there. The ratios of partisan registrants to identi-

fiers also decreased, supporting the notion of hidden partisanship, especially Democrats in

Republican Arizona.

I model the decision to register with a political party or remain unaffiliated. The model

predicts that we observe hidden partisanship in uncompetitive states among voters identi-

fying with the minority party in the electorate and that unaffiliated hidden partisanship by

partisans in semi-closed states will be the most common pattern observed. Using the 2018

Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES), I examine Democrats, Republicans, and

independents in semi-closed and closed primary states. I confirm that (1) hidden parti-

sanship is most commonly observed in semi-closed states and (2) the probability of hidden

partisanship grows as a voter’s party becomes weaker in the state. There is weak evidence for

such hidden partisanship in states with closed primaries with the exception of independents,

who register with the stronger party in the state.

Unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states also know that they may vote in either the

Democratic or Republican primaries and take advantage of this choice. Voters respond to the

partisanship of their state in deciding which primary to participate in. Unaffiliated primary

voters in blue states are most likely to vote in the Democratic primary, and likewise with

the Republican primary in red states. This includes a significant minority of unaffiliated

partisans who engage in crossover voting in states where they do not identify with the

stronger party. These individuals participate in the primary most likely to yield the eventual

officeholders, consistent with an instrumental motive.

While primary elections may have been opened to unaffiliated voters in hopes of bringing

independents into the partisan ranks, they lead to strategic behavior by partisans. Most

of the literature on primary crossover voting finds it to be rare and inconsistent. Among

unaffiliated partisans in politically unfriendly semi-closed primary states, crossover voting
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is more common. The findings highlight the neglected role that institutions and political

context play in motivating strategic behavior in party registration and primary voting.

2 Background and Theory

Hidden partisanship is the phenomenon where a voter’s party registration fails to match

their party self-identification (Arrington and Grofman, 1999). This can include partisans

registered with a different party than the one with which they identify or who remain un-

affiliated. It can also include independents registered with a political party. The literature

identifies several mechanisms that may result in this hidden partisanship.

Some hidden partisanship is “unintentional”. Thornburg (2018) uses local changes of

address and the subsequent required re-registration to show that many voters in Oklahoma

would switch party registration from the Democratic Party if they could. The author theo-

rizes that the realignment of the state from Democratic to Republican has “stranded” many

individuals registered with the Democratic Party who now identify as Republican. Similarly,

Thornburg (2019) finds that in counties that have realigned and are located in states where

it is difficult to change party registration, there is greater difference between presidential

vote share and aggregate party registration, indicating voters located in these counties may

be registered with one party but identify with (or at least vote for) a different one. These

studies suggest that this unintentional hidden partisanship is most prevalent where a parti-

san realignment has occurred. In such places more people are registered with the weakening

party than now identify with it.

Hidden partisanship may also be due to “social pressure”. Voters living in areas domi-

nated by one party while they identify with the minority party might conceivably register

with the dominant party out of this pressure. Ansolabehere and Hersh (2012) and Bell and

Buchanan (1966) show that voters may misreport their party registration compared to val-

idated measures. Bell and Buchanan (1966) theorize this misreport is due to the greater
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prestige of some party registration statuses and the role social pressure plays. Social pres-

sure hidden partisanship should exist where one party is in the clear majority and a voter

self-identifies with the weaker party. It should take the form of a voter registering with the

dominant party as opposed to the weak party.

Hidden partisanship may also be due to instrumental factors. In such a case, primary

crossover voting drives hidden partisanship. The general consensus in the literature is that

crossover voting–choosing to vote in a primary where the voter does not identify with the

party–is rare in the aggregate nationwide (Norrander, 2018). However, evidence also shows

that the rate of crossing over is not consistent across elections and responsive to context.

Reported rates of primary crossover voting vary widely in ways corresponding to election

specific factors (Alvarez and Nagler, 1997, 2002; Burden and Jones, 2009). For example,

Burden and Jones (2009) find the percentage of the primary electorate composed of crossover

voters ranges from 18% to 49% (including independents) among a number of studies and

contests.

One type of instrumental hidden partisanship may be related to “maximizing options”.

The literature on primary turnout shows that voters are more likely to vote in a primary that

is competitive compared to one that is uncompetitive or uncontested (Ezra, 2001; Jewell,

1977; Kenney, 1983; Kenney and Rice, 1986). With this in mind, voters might register

in ways that afford the freedom to switch party primaries to the contest which is most

competitive, such as remaining unaffiliated in semi-closed states.

Another form of instrumental hidden partisanship–and the focus of this paper–is driven by

“impact voting”. In examining the California blanket primary in 1998, Alvarez and Nagler

(2002) find drastically different rates of primary crossover voting across state legislative

districts. In this study, the highest rates of crossover voting among partisans were in districts

where one party held a clear advantage and the general election race was perceived to be

safe. The crossover behavior here by identifiers with the electorally weak party accords

with strategic attempts to maximize the impact of one’s vote. Confirming this, Weaver
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(2015) finds rates of crossover voting among Democrats were highest in Republican areas

of the state during the North Carolina 2010 primary elections. Among related research on

primary turnout, the partisan balance of a state (Ezra, 2001; Jewell, 1977; Kenney, 1983,

1986; Kenney and Rice, 1986) drives turnout. Hanks and Grofman (1998) examine primary

turnout in the one-party South where primary election turnout relative to general election

turnout increased with competitive primary races and low levels of interparty competition.

Taken together with the research on primary crossover voting, these studies show that voters

gravitate towards primaries where the winner of the primary will be likely to win the general

election.

Impact voting hidden partisanship follows naturally from this. Key (1949) observed an

extreme case in the Solid South in an era where the Democrat was usually the foregone winner

of the general election. In North Carolina, Republicans registered as Democrats because the

Republican nominees were sure to lose the general election, making participation in the

Republican primary of little instrumental value. Arrington and Grofman (1999) confirm

this by examining party registration totals in North Carolina localities versus actual support

that parties receive at the ballot box. Fewer individuals register with the electorally weak

party relative to its actual electoral support. The authors conclude that voters identifying

with the less competitive party choose not to register with it. This suggests that the local

political context in an electorate–specifically the level of interparty competition there–drives

the party a voter registers with. Voters should, all else equal, assume registration statuses

that grant access to the other party’s primary election when the voter’s own party is not

competitive in the general election and participation in its primary is of little instrumental

value.

Because these four forms of hidden partisanship are driven by different behavioral mech-

anisms, we should observe different patterns with each. Unintentional hidden partisanship

is due to the barriers in place to changing party registration. It should therefore be the

least responsive to changes in electoral institutions, competitiveness of primaries, or levels of
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interparty competition and should lag changes in aggregate party identification, such as elec-

toral realignments. Maximizing options hidden partisanship is instrumental and responds to

changes in electoral institutions. Voters engaging in this form of hidden partisanship desire

the freedom to choose between the parties and will gravitate towards the party primary that

is most competitive. Voters maximizing options will register as unaffiliated in semi-closed

primary states and do so regardless of the level of interparty competition (i.e. whether their

party is strong or weak). They are not necessarily motivated by the futility of voting in

their own party primary if they are in the minority (except insofar as the dominant party’s

primaries are usually more competitive) so much as which intraparty contest is most compet-

itive. Impact voting hidden partisanship, in contrast, is affected by which party is dominant

in the electorate. These voters register as unaffiliated or with the other major party where

their own party is weak to gain access to the dominant party’s primary. Among these voters,

we should observe significant amounts of crossover voting where their party is weak. Finally,

social pressure hidden partisanship is prevalent where a voter believes there are social or

professional consequences from registering with their own political party. This should also

occur where a voter’s party is weak in the electorate. Social pressure hidden partisanship

is distinguished from impact voting in that the latter is characterized by crossover voting,

while the former is not.

Finally, among the purposeful forms of hidden partisanship (those which are not unin-

tentional), it is certainly possible more than one mechanism affects a particular individual.

Voters maximizing options may also engage in impact voting or be affected by social pres-

sure. Especially among the instrumental motives, it is conceivable that voters who gravitate

towards the most competitive primary to best “spend” their vote will also gravitate towards

the primary of the party most likely to yield the eventual general election winner.

At the same time, other factors drive the decision to register (or not) with a party. Large

numbers of voters in semi-closed states register with the parties, even though it is not nec-

essary to do so and registering with a party actually restricts the voter to just one party
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primary rather than granting a choice of primary. Therefore, a psychic benefit to party

registration also exists. Thornburg (2014) calls the act of registering with a party a “con-

stitutive norm”, validating an individual’s party identification through official recognition.

Constitutive norms serve as “the very actions that lead others to recognize an actor as hav-

ing a particular identity” (Abdelal et al., 2006) (p. 697). Thus, these norms signal to the

individual and others engaging in them that they are members of a group. In examining

the concept of what it means to be “American”, Schildkraut (2007) finds that official status

as an American citizen is among the most important signifiers of identity as an American.

Similarly, research has found that individuals who are “formal” members of a group relate

to the group differently, holding a weaker sense of autonomy but a notably stronger sense of

differentiation from others (Sheldon and Bettencourt, 2002). Other research also indicates

that the act of registering with a political party reinforces an individual’s party identification

(Burden and Greene, 2000; Finkel and Scarrow, 1985; Gerber et al., 2009).

Other plausible non-instrumental factors influencing an individual’s choice of party reg-

istration exist. Gerber et al. (2017) suggest that many voters hold exclusionary beliefs about

who should vote in primary elections which may discourage hidden partisanship. They find

44% of individuals they surveyed believed that partisans should not engage in crossover

voting and 23% believed independents should not participate in primary elections. Thus a

strong social norm exists for individuals to register with their own party, discouraging par-

tisans from registering with the other party or remaining unaffiliated. These exclusionary

beliefs increase with the strength of partisanship, perhaps leading to greater resistance to

hidden partisanship from strong partisans compared to weak partisans or leaners.

The results from Gerber et al. (2017) as well as research on constitutive norms suggest

that we should observe different psychic benefits among different registration states. For

a partisan, especially a strong one, registration with one’s own party provides the greatest

psychic benefit, first because this serves to validate a voter’s existing party identification as

well as because it does not violate an individuals’s exclusionary beliefs about participation
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in another party’s primary election. Registration with the other major party provides the

smallest psychic benefit as this directly contradicts an individual’s partisan identity and may

violate social norms.

3 Model of Party Registration

Based on this prior research, I present a simple model of party registration here.

A voter, i, identifies with a political party in a state with party registration. They

must decide which party registration state to select from j ∈ {D,R, I} (i.e. Democratic,

Republican or unaffiliated). Without loss of generality, i supports the Democratic Party.

Their decision is based primarily on two forms of utility: psychic utility and instrumental

utility–the latter driven here by impact voting. Psychic utility represents the perceived

psychological and expressive benefit from their party registration state, j. Instrumental

utility describes the utility derived by i from the access to the primaries in choosing the

eventual office holders. The overall utility has the following function:

Uij(si, pj,di) = sirj + (1− si)vj + pj + bj · di + εij (1)

Here, si is an indicator, equaling 1 if an individual is a strong partisan and 0 otherwise.

rj and vj respectively are values giving the psychic benefit from state j, which is assumed

to differ between those with strong and weak partisanship. Without loss of generality, for

Democratic i, we assume that rD > rI > rR and vD > vI > vR and set rR = 0 and vR = 0.

In addition, we assume that rD > vD and rD − rI > vD − vI . pj is an expression of the

value of primary access provided by j. For j ∈ {D,R}, pj equals the proportion of partisans

in the electorate identifying with the party. It is assumed that pD = 1 − pR. In a closed

primary state, pI = 0. In a semi-closed primary state, pI = 1. In addition, di is a vector of

individual characteristics multiplied by vector of coefficients bj. εij is a random disturbance

term taking on a type-I extreme value distribution.
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Due to the distribution of the random disturbance term, the probability that i chooses

j, ρij can be expressed as:

ρij(si, pj,di) =
esirj+(1−si)vj+pj+bj ·di∑
j e

sirj+(1−si)vj+pj+bj ·di
(2)

Previous literature suggests that as the Democratic Party becomes less competitive in i’s

electorate, registering as a Republican or remaining unaffiliated will become a more attractive

prospect. Taking the derivative of ρiD with respect to pR, we obtain:

∂ρiD
∂pR

= ρ2
iD − ρiD − ρiDρiR (3)

This derivative will always be negative, indicating that the probability of registering as a

Democrat decreases as the Republican Party grows stronger in their electorate. It also

follows:

∂ρiR
∂pR

= ρiR − ρ2
iR + ρiDρiR (4)

and

∂ρiI
∂pR

= ρiDρiI − ρiRρiI (5)

It is clear that ρiR is strictly increasing with pR as expected. For the probability of remaining

unaffiliated (in either closed or semi-closed states), as long as ρiD > ρiR, the probability is

increasing with respect to pR. This is likely given the important psychic role that party

registration plays (especially registering with one’s own party) as well as the social norms in

place discouraging strategic registration.

Finally, because pI > pR in all cases in semi-closed primary states as well as the fact that

rI > rR and vI > vR, ρiI > ρiR in semi-closed states in all semi-closed situations.
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4 The Effect of Semi-Closed Primaries on Hidden Par-

tisanship

Based on the foregoing model, I distinguish semi-closed from closed primaries using three

criteria: (1) semi-closed primary states allow voters who are unaffiliated on primary election

day to participate in party primaries while closed primary states do not; (2) semi-closed

primary states give unaffiliated voters access to the primaries of both major parties (rather

than just one); and (3) individuals registered with a political party on primary election day

may only vote in that party’s contest in both closed and semi-closed states1. In essence, semi-

closed states provide greater instrumental utility to unaffiliated voters on primary election

day compared to unaffiliated voters in closed primary states or voters registered with a

political party in either closed or semi-closed states. In the former case, an unaffiliated

voter in a semi-closed primary state accesses both major party primaries compared to an

unaffiliated voter in a closed primary state who may not participate in any party primary.

An unaffiliated voter in a semi-closed state also has greater choice compared to an individual

registered with a political party; the option to choose either party primary exists compared

to just one party’s contest for those registered with a party.

If registration with a political party is not simply a declaration of one’s party identifica-

tion or independence but instead a decision informed by the instrumental utility this choice

provides in selecting one’s representatives, then we should see differences in aggregate reg-

istration counts among states with different primary election laws. A larger portion of the

electorate in semi-closed primary states will be unaffiliated compared to states with closed

primaries.

Table 1 lists the mean state percentage of registered voters in party registration states

who were unaffiliated at the time of the 2018 general election. Closed primary states are

distinguished from states with semi-closed primaries. Averages are not weighted by state

1Please see Appendix A for a greater discussion of definitions and justification for individual classification
of states.
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Closed States Semi-closed States
Mean % Unaffiliated 21.8 37.1
Number of States 13 12

Table 1: Unaffiliated Registration in Closed and Semi-Closed Primary States

population and include all registered voters in the state. States used in this paper’s analysis

and the coding for them are in Table 2. The table includes the year a state became fully

semi-closed where applicable.

The large difference between the means in Table 1 suggests a greater tendency to register

as unaffiliated in semi-closed states as opposed to closed primary states. However, this does

not by itself show a causal relationship, nor does it indicate hidden partisanship. Observa-

tional studies purporting to demonstrate a causal effect of electoral institutions on political

behavior may suffer from endogeneity as the behavior of the electorate drives implementation

of election laws (Hanmer, 2009). Semi-closed primaries may not lead to hidden partisanship

and registration as an unaffiliated voter, especially given that some elected policymakers

implement semi-closed primaries in hopes of increasing independent support for their party

(Madden, 1986; Sinclair, 2013). Norrander (1989) also shows that wide variation exists in

independent identification among the states. We should not assume every state has the same

proportion of its electorate identifiying as independents (and therefore the same proportion

remaining unaffiliated by default). With the possibility that unaffiliated voters drive semi-

closed primary laws rather than the other way around, we need more sophisticated methods

of establishing causality.

I use the introduction of semi-closed primary elections in Arizona and North Carolina as

quasi-experiments. Starting in 2000, unaffiliated registrants residing in Arizona on primary

election day could vote in either the Democratic or Republican non-presidential primary

elections. And in North Carolina, following a change to state law, the Republican Party

opened its primary to unaffiliated voters in 1988 with the Democratic Party following suit

in 1995.
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Primary Format Year Semi-closed Synth. Control? Competitiveness
Arizona Semi-closed 2000 C
Colorado Semi-closed 1982 × C
Connecticut Closed D
Delaware Closed D
Florida Closed C
Idaho Semi-closed 2011 × R
Kansas Semi-closed 1980 × R
Kentucky Closed R
Massachusetts Semi-closed 1903 × D
Maryland Closed D
Maine Semi-closed 1985 × C
North Carolina Semi-closed 1995 C
Nebraska Closed × R
New Hampshire Semi-closed 1987 × C
New Jersey Semi-closed 1975 × D
New Mexico Closed D
Nevada Closed D
New York Closed D
Oklahoma Closed R
Oregon Closed D
Pennsylvania Closed C
Rhode Island Semi-closed 1974 × D
South Dakota Closed R
Utah Semi-closed 2000 × R
West Virginia Semi-closed 2007 × C
D = Democratic, C = Competitive, R = Republican

Table 2: Party Registration States with Closed or Semi-closed Primaries
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This test of the causal effect of election laws on hidden partisanship is intended to sepa-

rate unintentional from other forms of hidden partisanship and show that one of the others

is at work with semi-closed primaries. Unintentional hidden partisanship results from the

stickiness and slow change of party registration in the aggregate. If it drives hidden parti-

sanship, a change in electoral rules should not greatly affect the aggregate party registration

of a state. In contrast, social pressure, maximizing options, and impact voting hidden par-

tisanship emphasize responsiveness to the partisan context and/or electoral rules in place.

With these three types of hidden partisanship, voters purposely avoid registering with their

own party, either out of social pressure or to gain access to other primary options. If the

introduction of semi-closed primaries in these two states led to the share of the electorate

that is unaffiliated to increase, then the evidence will support the presence of one of these

three types of hidden partisanship.

Further, I theorize much of the effect of semi-closed primary laws on hidden partisanship

is due to a desire to engage in impact voting. However, this form of hidden partisanship

is observationally equivalent to social pressure hidden partisanship in terms of aggregate

party registration. Both forms of hidden partisanship are most prevalent among supporters

of the less competitive party in a state. If either of these forms of hidden partisanship is

present, I expect that the ratio of registered Democrats to Democratic identifiers to exhibit

a greater decrease compared to the ratio of registered Republicans to Republican identi-

fiers with the introduction of semi-closed primaries in Arizona. While Arizona has become

more competitive politically in recent years, at the time of the introduction of semi-closed

primaries, it was considered strongly Republican and has remained Republican-leaning well

into the twenty-first century. Thus, more Democrats in Arizona should engage in hidden

partisanship. I also evaluate the Democratic and Republican registrant/identifier ratios in

North Carolina, though predictions are less straightforward with that state.

Methods exist for causal inference of a policy change that is not randomly assigned. In

Arizona and North Carolina, the decision was a result of conscious changing of the laws.
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Because of the fundamental problem of causal inference (Imbens and Rubin, 2015), we are

unable to simultaneously observe these two states post-treatment both with and without

the ability of unaffiliated voters to vote in primary elections. Thus, we are not able to

conclusively determine whether a difference between closed states and the two treated states

post-introduction of semi-closed primaries is due to the causal effect of election laws on the

latter.

I employ the synthetic control method. Synthetic control methods work well for compar-

ing the effect of a policy treatment or other intervention in a single aggregate unit to other

units that did not receive the treatment (Abadie et al., 2010). In this case, the synthetic

control method generates composite “counterfactual states” against which to compare the

treated states before and after the implementation of semi-closed primaries observed in Ari-

zona and North Carolina (Abadie and Gardeazabal, 2003; Abadie et al., 2010). The weighted

average of the pool of closed primary states forms the synthetic control, with weights assigned

to each member of the pool ranging between zero and one and summing to one. The weights

are chosen such that relevant characteristics of Arizona and North Carolina pre-treatment

are most closely approximated by the synthetic control.

If X1 comprises a (k × 1) vector of relevant pre-intervention characteristics for Arizona

(North Carolina), and X0 is a (k × J) matrix containing the values of these characteristics

for the pool of J closed primary states, then the vector of weights chosen, W∗, minimizes

k∑
m=1

vm(X1m −X0mW)2

Here, vm is a weight assigned to the m-th variable (characteristic of the states). A number

of methods exist for determining the variable weights (vm); in this case I choose weights based

on their ability to predict the dependent variable during the pretreatment period. The choice

of vm minimizes the mean-squared prediction error (MSPE) for the dependent variable of

the treatment and control states for the time period of 1980 to the election year before

semi-closed primaries were fully implemented in each states’ analysis.

15



The choice of predictor variables is particularly important for creating an accurate coun-

terfactual state. Norrander (1989) examines the wide variation in independent/unaffiliated

registration and identification among states and identifies characteristics affecting indepen-

dence among voters. In particular, the analysis cites state location in the South, state

political competitiveness, turnout of the electorate, and the strength of the party system as

predicting independent/unaffiliated registration. I use seven predictor variables, measuring

these characteristics of the state and the lagged dependent variable. For presence in the

South, I include a dummy variable (including Kentucky and Oklahoma which exhibit sim-

ilar party registration patterns to other Southern states). To measure the strength of the

state’s party system, I use the two variables Morehouse and Jewell (2005) created, measuring

the weakness of the state’s parties by the divisiveness of gubernatorial nominations and the

ability of parties to formally endorse candidates. Both of these variables are measured on a

three-point scale with larger numbers indicating a weaker state party system or less ability

to endorse. To measure the degree of political competition, I use the 10-year average folded

Ranney Index for each state and year and the 10-year average Ranney Index for each state

and year (Klarner, 2013). Larger values of the folded Ranney Index indicate more competi-

tion and larger values of the Ranney Index indicate a more Democratic state. For each year, I

also include the two-year average of both the percentage of the citizen voting age population

that is registered and that voted in that election. In addition, I follow the recommendation

of Abadie et al. (2010) and include the lagged value of the dependent variable as a predictor.

I initially examine the proportion of the registered voters in each state not affiliated with a

major political party as my dependent variable, covering the time period 1980 to 2010 on even

(election) years. I separately compare Arizona and North Carolina to all states maintaining

closed primaries over this period with the exception of Nebraska for which suitable data are

not available. There is no reason to expect spillover effects among voters when registering

as unaffiliated. I match from 1980 to 1998 in the case of Arizona and from 1980 to 1994

in the case of North Carolina. Table 3 displays descriptive statistics for Arizona and North
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Carolina, the mean of the pool of control states and their synthetic controls as well as values

of vm in each case.

A comparison of the synthetic control to the treated states in question shows a good match

on covariates compared to the unweighted pool of controls, especially for variables weighted

heavily in determining unaffiliated registration (vm). The composition of the composite

control states is given in Table 4.

With these weights composing the synthetic Arizona and North Carolina, the top two

plots of Figure 1 show the proportion of the electorate in the treated states and their syn-

thetic controls that is composed of unaffiliated voters over the time period measured. The

unaffiliated proportion in the synthetic controls approximate the actual Arizona and North

Carolina from 1980 through the implementation of semi-closed primaries, indicating their

suitability as a counterfactual. However, after the introduction of semi-closed primaries in

the two states, treatment and control diverge. The proportion of voters who are unaffiliated

increases significantly in Arizona and North Carolina over the next decade. The bottom

two plots of Figure 1 show the gap between treatment and control for Arizona and North

Carolina and further demonstrate divergence. It is important to recall that in the case of

North Carolina, the Republican Party actually opened its primary to unaffiliated voters in

1988, seven years prior to the Democratic Party and thus prior to the shift of the state to

semi-closed under the definition of this paper. The growth of North Carolina’s unaffiliated

population relative to the state’s synthetic control in the period 1988 to 1994 may thus be

due to the Republicans’ earlier shift.

Besides a purely visual comparison of the treated states and their synthetic controls, Abadie

et al. (2015) recommend an analysis of the post-/pre-treatment MSPE ratio for the treated

units. If the introduction of semi-closed primaries does indeed increase the proportion of the

electorate that is unaffiliated post-treatment, then we should witness a divergence between

the treated states and their synthetic controls after the implementation of the rules change.
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State Arizona SC Weight North Carolina SC Weight
Connecticut 0.12 0.00
Delaware 0.01 0.00
Florida 0.00 0.00
Kentucky 0.01 0.45
Maryland 0.00 0.00
Nevada 0.31 0.31
New Mexico 0.00 0.00
New York 0.00 0.00
Oklahoma 0.00 0.23
Oregon 0.00 0.00
Pennsylvania 0.55 0.01
South Dakota 0.00 0.00

Table 4: State Weights for Synthetic Control

Figure 1: Comparison of Treated States and Synthetic Controls

On the other hand, prior to the implementation of the semi-closed rules, the synthetic

control and treated state should closely match each other. The gap between treated state

and synthetic control is measured as the MSPE. Therefore, the ratio of the MSPE post-
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Figure 2: Post-/Pre-Treatment MSPE for Treated States

treatment to the MSPE pre-treatment gives an intuitive measurement of both synthetic

control fit prior to treatment and effect of the treatment. I also follow Abadie et al. (2015)’s

recommendation to conduct a placebo test on donor states. I generate a synthetic control

for each closed donor state and compute the post-/pre-treatment MSPE ratio for each one,

comparing the closed states to Arizona and North Carolina.

Figure 2 shows that the post/pre MSPE ratio is large for both Arizona and North Carolina

compared to the closed “control” states in the placebo tests. The only placebo states that

exceed Arizona or North Carolina is Florida in the case of North Carolina. While I do not

have a conclusive reason why the proportion of unaffiliated registrants increased significantly

in Florida around 1995, Norrander (1989) in the analysis of unaffiliated/independents in

states finds uncompetitive southern states in 1989 to differ significantly from the rest of the

country in unaffiliated registration. Florida, as a “rim South” state growing more competitive

may have been witnessing a surge in unaffiliated registration as they transitioned from one-

party governance.
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I have shown that two states significantly increased their proportion of unaffiliated voters

compared to synthetic controls after they implemented semi-closed primary elections. This

is consistent with social pressure, maximizing options, and mpact voting hidden partisan-

ship. However, my theory that hidden partisanship is driven by impact voting also predicts

that in politically uncompetitive states, a greater proportion of identifiers with the weaker

party will register as unaffiliated because of the instrumental utility this status provides in

accessing the primary of the stronger party2. I test this theory on both Arizona and North

Carolina with my dependent variables being the ratio of registered Democrats (Republicans)

to Democratic (Republican) identifiers in the state. I utilize the measures of aggregate state

party identification from Enns and Koch (2013) which are available from 1980 to 2010 and

average these measures of party ID from the previous three election years. These state party

identification measures utilize multilevel regression with poststratification (MRP) and sur-

vey aggregation to create estimates of party identification for each state in every year during

this timespan.

I predict that in Arizona, the ratio of registered Democrats to Democratic identifiers

should decrease after the implementation of semi-closed primary elections there compared

to the Republican ratio, as a greater proportion of Democrats chose to register unaffiliated

in what was a strongly Republican state. My predictions for North Carolina are less clear

and complicated by three factors: First, the North Carolina Republican Party opened its

primary to unaffiliated voters in 1988, seven years before the Democrats. This gradual

roll-out of semi-closed primaries in the state may complicate an easy analysis of hidden

partisanship. Second, North Carolina, like many southern states, displayed a significant

degree of segmented partisanship with its voters supporting Republicans at the federal level

and Democrats at the state and local level (Wekkin, 1991). Finally, the period from 1980

to 2010 was one of significant realignment while the state moved from fully Democratic to

2Once again, this same pattern of hidden partisanship is observed for social pressure, though for a different
reason.
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Figure 3: Comparison of Arizona and Synthetic Controls

competitive.

Figure 3 shows the path and gap plots for the Democratic and Republican ratios in Arizona

and Figure 4 shows these plots for North Carolina. Examining Figure 3 shows support for the

hypothesis that the Democratic ratio of registrants to identifiers showed a greater decrease

relative to the Republican ratio after the implementation of semi-closed primaries in Arizona.

The Democratic ratio decreases consistently from 2000 to 2010, indicating that the ratio of

registered Democrats to self-identified Democrats went down over this time period compared
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Figure 4: Comparison of North Carolina and Synthetic Controls

Figure 5: Post-/Pre-Treatment MSPE for Arizona
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Figure 6: Post-/Pre-Treatment MSPE for North Carolina

to the synthetic control. Fewer Democrats were registered with their party relative to those

identifying as Democrats in Arizona after the implementation of semi-closed primaries in

the state–consistent with social pressure or impact voting hidden partisanship. While the

ratio decreases for Republicans as well, the gap between Arizona and the synthetic control

is smaller in that case.

Figure 5 quantifies the difference between Democratic and Republican ratios in Arizona.

The post-/pre-treatment MSPE plots show that the MSPE for the Democratic ratio post-

implementation of semi-closed primaries is over 50 times the MSPE for the Democratic ratio

pre-implementation of semi-closed primaries. This indicates strong matching to the synthetic

control prior to 2000 and a major divergence from the control afterwards. In contrast, the

Republican ratio is smaller, indicating a much less clear treatment effect and divergence from

the synthetic control after unaffiliated voters were able to vote in the semi-closed primaries

of the state.

As expected, the picture is less clear for North Carolina in Figure 4. While the Democratic
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and Republican registrant to identifier ratios decreased after the opening of primaries to

unaffiliated voters, the magnitude of the change is much smaller than in Arizona. In other

words, after both Democrats and Republicans opened their primaries to unaffiliated voters,

fewer individuals registered as Democrats (Republicans) relative to Democratic (Republican)

identification in the state. Figure 6 shows that North Carolina Democratic and Republican

post-/pre-treatment MSPE ratios are both high but once again less so than Florida and

Kentucky.

Overall, the analysis of aggregate party registration data from Arizona and North Car-

olina supports the social pressure, maximizing options, and impact voting theories of hidden

partisanship. Implementation of semi-closed primaries in both states clearly leads to a large

increase in the porportion of the electorate that chooses to register as unaffiliated, as shown

in Figures 1 and 2. The large post-/pre-treatment MSPE ratio for both states indicates a

good fit between the synthetic control and treated states prior to the treatment followed by

a major divergence (in the expected direction) after the unaffiliated are able to vote in both

Democratic and Republican primaries. In addition, in the clearly Republican state of Ari-

zona, there is strong evidence that the ratio of Democratic registrants to identifiers decreases

more relative to the ratio of Republican registrants to identifiers after the implementation of

semi-closed primaries in 2000. The latter finding is in keeping with an impact voting motive

for registering as unaffiliated in semi-closed primary states. At this point in my analysis, I

also cannot rule out social pressure as a motive either.

5 Patterns of Hidden Partisanship in Semi-Closed Pri-

mary States

In states with semi-closed primary elections, voters are more likely to be unaffiliated with

a political party compared to closed primary states. A comparison of Arizona and North

Carolina’s implementation of semi-closed primaries to synthetic counterfactuals shows this
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causal relationship. In comparison with the synthetic control, the treated states’ introduc-

tion of semi-closed primaries significantly increased the proportion of unaffiliated voters in

the state. To many voters, unaffiliated registration, which promises the ability to access

the other party’s primary as well as one’s own, is a more attractive prospect than registra-

tion with a political party. Evidence also points to this sort of hidden partisanship being

most prevalent among identifiers with the weaker party in the electorate where one party

dominates, consistent with impact voting or social pressure theories of hidden partisanship.

The theory of this paper postulates that voters choose to remain unaffiliated in semi-

closed primaries to gain access to the strong party’s primary elections (i.e. impact voting

hidden partisanship). By itself, the fact that semi-closed primaries lead to a greater number

of unaffiliated voters does not necessarily show this. For example, semi-closed rules might

instead allow the growing number of independents to express their true identity as unaffili-

ated rather than be required to register with a party in order to vote in primary elections.

Evaluating the impact voting explanation for semi-closed hidden partisanship requires anal-

ysis of individual level information, such as a voter’s party identification. At this point in

the analysis, I cannot yet rule out observationally equivalent social pressure explanations.

Aside from Key (1949), previous studies of hidden partisanship in the literature (Ar-

rington and Grofman, 1999) utilize ecological inference of aggregate registration and vote

shares. However, large-N datasets exist which measure the relevant variables among individ-

ual voters and contain sufficient statistical power to examine patterns of party registration at

sub-national levels. Given the well-documented issues with the ecological fallacy, I directly

test the formal model of party registration at the individual level.

I hypothesize that in keeping with the instrumental motivation for engaging in hidden

partisanship, clear patterns will be evident in its occurence. First, building on the results

from the previous section, I predict that the probability of hidden partisanship increases

as a voter’s party grows less competitive within their state. Registering with the opposite

party (in closed primary states) or remaining unaffiliated (in semi-closed primary states)
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which grant access to the majority party’s primary elections become increasingly attractive

options in such states. I also predict that hidden partisanship is more common in semi-closed

primary states compared to closed primary states and remaining unaffiliated in semi-closed

states is the most common form of hidden partisanship. The greater instrumental and

psychic benefit from remaining unaffiliated compared to registering with the other major

party make this form of hidden partisanship the most attractive.

To evaluate these hypotheses it is necessary to use an individual-level dataset measuring

both a voter’s party identification and party registration. My theory predicts that hidden

partisanship will be most common among the rarest voters: its prevalence increases as

a voter’s party shrinks in the electorate. Thus, an adequate test of the theory requires

a sufficient sample of identifiers with the electorally weak party in a state. I utilize the

2018 CCES. The CCES survey uses a matched random sample of members from an opt-

in panel managed by YouGov Polimetrix. It is administered in two waves; the first takes

place in September of the election year with a post-election wave occurring in November

(Schaffner and Ansolabehere, 2018). The study measures a variety of political attitudes and

demographic characteristics in a sample that regularly exceeds 50,000 respondents. It also

measures party registration. The 2018 survey validates party registration using voter files

from the Catalist data service.

In this analysis, party registration is the dependent variable. I measure it as a nomi-

nal variable taking on three values: unaffiliated/independent, Democratic, and Republican.

The option of voters to affiliate with third-parties and which parties receive recognition is

idiosyncratic to individual states and only 1.4% of the 2018 sample in party registration

states registered with a third-party. Thus I exclude these individuals from the analysis. I

exclude individuals registered as “independent” if they were registered with the Independent

Party but not if this was the state’s signifier of unaffiliated status.

Table 7 shows weighted crosstabs for the 2018 CCES among Democrats, Republicans

and independents (including leaners with partisans). I include both percentages and raw
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numbers in parentheses. I distinguish between closed and semi-closed states and the parti-

sanship of the state they reside in. To estimate the latter, I coded states as safe Republican

if greater than 55% of the partisan identifiers in the state were Republican and safe Demo-

cratic if greater than 55% of partisan identifiers were Democrats with other states labeled

“competitive”. These categorizations are found in the rightmost column of Table 2. I

determined the partisan composition of these states via multilevel regression with poststrat-

ification (MRP) on the 2018 CCES sample (Gelman and Little, 1997). The hierarchical

models in the MRP procedure estimate the probability of respondents identifying or leaning

Democratic or Republican based on individual characteristics (race, gender, age, political

interest, and education). The intercepts of these models vary by state through random ef-

fects. Following the convention of Hill (2015), I use the CCES poststratification weights in

the MRP procedure. Details of the hierarchical models and estimates of state partisanship

are available in the Appendix.

I include leaners with partisans because of the documented effect of party registration

on an individual’s party identification (Burden and Greene, 2000; Finkel and Scarrow, 1985;

Gerber et al., 2009; Thornburg, 2014). Individuals registered as unaffiliated may identify as

independent because of their party registration. Thus, excluding independent leaners from

partisans provides an inaccurate estimate of hidden partisanship because some individuals

may only identify as independent because of their choice to remain unaffiliated.

Table 7 confirms that the most common form of hidden partisanship among partisans

is among Republicans in semi-closed safe Democratic states and among Democrats in semi-

closed safe Republican states. Among self-identified Democrats living in semi-closed, safe

Republican states, only about 60% of active registrants are actually registered with the

Democratic Party. Among self-identified Republicans in semi-closed safe Democratic states,

55% of active registrants are registered with the Republican Party. Hidden partisanship is

less prevalent in semi-closed states where a voter’s party is strong. The effect of semi-closed

primaries on unaffiliated registration is conditional on partisanship and political competition.
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While the percentage of unaffiliated self-identified Democrats does not increase much

moving from strongly Democratic semi-closed states to strongly Republican ones, the per-

centage of these voters registered with the Republican Party increases significantly. It is

important to note that all of the semi-closed strongly Republican states (Idaho, Kansas,

Utah) change party registration of unaffiliated primary voters to registration with the party

whose primary they voted in (voters are free to switch back later). It is thus possible that

many of the Democrats registered with the Republican Party in these states recently partic-

ipated in the GOP primary and have not yet switched back to unaffiliated.

It is hard to discern patterns of hidden partisanship in closed primary states. Even in

the most Democratic closed primary states, at most 10% of Republicans register with the

Democratic Party; likewise Democrats in Republican states.

I model the party registration of Democrats, Republicans and independents in closed

and semi-closed primary states as well. I perform this analysis separately on Democrats and

Republicans (leaners included) as well as “pure” independents and separately for all three

groups in semi-closed and closed primary states.

I control for whether the respondent self-identified as Black or Hispanic, the respondent’s

college education, their gender, strong partisanship (where applicable), high interest in news

and politics, and their age divided by 100. Because some states transitioned to semi-closed

primaries relatively recently, I include in the semi-closed models the number of years the

state has been semi-closed divided by 100. Finally, my primary independent variable of

interest is pj, instrumental utility. This variable is alternative specific, taking on a value of

0 or 1, respectively, for the unaffiliated alternative in closed and semi-closed primary states.

For the Democratic and Republican alternatives, the variable equals the proportion of the

state’s partisans that identified or leaned with the respective party. I once again estimate

the proportion of Democratic and Republican supporters in each state using MRP. Because

the pD gives the proportion of Democrats and Republicans identifying with the Democratic

Party, pR = 1− pD.
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Figure 7: Party Registration Among Actively Registered Voters in Semi-closed and Closed
States

The multinomial logit model includes robust standard errors clustered on state. The

reference category is registration with a voter’s own party and the comparison groups are

unaffiliated and registration with the opposite party. The estimates for Democrats, Republi-

cans, and independents in semi-closed states are shown in Table 8 and closed states in Table

9. Figure 7 plots the predicted probabilities of party registration for all six models as pD

changes.

Our chief concern are the variables coding for instrumental and psychic utility. The instru-
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mental utility variable is statistically and substantively significant in the Democratic and

Republican semi-closed models. As Figure 7 makes clear, the probability of hidden parti-

sanship is highest among Republicans and Democrats in semi-closed primary states, when a

voter’s party is electorally weak in a state. This supports the theory of impact voting hidden

partisanship. However it does not yet discount social pressure as an explanation either.

The plots also confirm that hidden partisanship is most frequently observed in semi-closed

primary states with individuals remaining unaffiliated. Strong partisans are also less likely

to engage in hidden partisanship compared to weak partisans or independent leaners.

6 Semi-Closed Primaries and Crossover Voting

Unaffiliated registration in semi-closed states is a popular choice among partisans who live

where their own party is uncompetitive. This behavior accords with impact voting hidden

partisanship: a desire to engage in impact crossover voting by participating in the primary

of the party whose candidates are most likely to win the general election (Alvarez and

Nagler, 2002). Do these individuals use semi-closed primary laws to engage in crossover

voting? While unaffiliated registration in semi-closed states provides greater instrumental

utility than any other option where party registration exists, there are other reasons why a

voter might remain unaffiliated in a semi-closed state. Voters might wish to avoid campaign

contact from political parties but continue voting in primaries. Or they might be concerned

that registration with the electorally weak party in a state will carry social or professional

consequences (i.e. social pressure hidden partisanship) but wish to still preserve access to

primary elections.

The only way to determine whether unaffiliated hidden partisanship in semi-closed states

is impact voting rather than due to social pressure is to measure primary participation. I

examine the party of the primary that voters choose and evaluate whether it is consistent

with impact voting. In depth analysis of crossover voting, such as comparison to rates among
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closed primary states and changes in the composition of primary electorates, is beyond the

scope of this paper. I simply test whether unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states choose

the party primary offering greater instrumental utility and whether unaffiliated partisans

are willing to engage in crossover voting to do so. I predict that in blue states, a greater

proportion of unaffiliated voters will vote in the Democratic primary, irrespective of their

own party, compared with red states where the Republican primary will be most attractive.

I again use the 2018 CCES, this time to measure primary turnout and party of the

primary. The 2018 CCES measures primary party turnout two ways. The survey asks self-

reported party of primary voted. The CCES also includes voter file data (in the states where

it is available) validating the party of the primary the voter participated in. An additional

voter file validation is conducted for all semi-closed states of whether the voter participated in

the primary (but does not report their party). I construct two measures of primary turnout

from these data. My self-reported measure examines individuals in semi-closed primary

states who self-reported voting in the Democratic or Republican primary in response to the

survey and have validated turnout. The validated measure uses the recorded party voted

from the voter file. Two of the semi-closed primary states (North Carolina and Utah) did

not have statewide Democratic and Republican primaries in 2018, meaning not all voters in

these states had a choice between the parties. These states are excluded from analysis.

Both measures of party primary turnout have strengths and weaknesses. The self-

reported measure includes respondents in all states and was asked of all participants. How-

ever, given the norms that exist against crossover voting (Gerber et al., 2017), it may have

reliability problems and understate crossover voting. The validated measure avoids issues

with self-reported voting but four semi-closed states do not record primary party in the

voter file, leaving analysis of just six semi-closed states. For the sake of thoroughness, both

measures are reported here.

Table 10 reports weighted self-reported and validated party of primary among those

unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states who participated in the 2018 primary elections. I
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include percentages as well as raw numbers in parentheses. Voters are divided into “Safe

Republican”, “Competitive”, and “Safe Democratic” states as in the previous section. We

observe patterns of partisan and independent crossover voting consistent with impact voting:

the share of voters voting in the Democratic primary is higher among all groups in Demo-

cratic states compared to Republican states. This pattern holds for validated party as well,

although no safe Republican states are available with the validated party primary turnout

measure.

I model the decision to vote in the Democratic or Republican primary among semi-closed

unaffiliated primary participants using logistic regression models including robust standard

errors clustered at the state level. The models include unaffiliated voters in semi-closed

primary states who voted in the Democratic or Republican primaries in 2018 according to

the self-reported and validated party of primary measures. My primary variable of interest

is the proportion of the two-party identifier share in the state that is Democratic. I predict

that an increase in this share and a corresponding increase in the Democratic partisanship

of the state will be associated with greater levels of voting in the Democratic primary among

all unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states. I include dummy variables for Democratic or

Republican identification (or leaning) and interaction terms for the Democratic partisanship

share with Democratic and Republican identification. As before, I also control for whether

the voter is Black or Hispanic, their age, whether they are female, college education, self-

reported ideological distance from the Democratic and Republican parties, and high interest

in news and politics. Table 11 shows the model estimates.

Figure 8 plots the probability of voting in the 2018 Democratic primary among unaffili-

ated members of all three groups of voters located in semi-closed primary states. For both

self-reported and validated measures of Democrats and Republicans, increasing Democratic

partisanship of the state leads voters to vote in the Democratic primary. Among unaffiliated

partisans in semi-closed primary states, this means the probability of engaging in primary

crossover voting is high when residing in a state where the voter identifies with the weak
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Variable Self-Reported Validated
Democratic Partisanship of State 0.514 -0.852

(2.400) (3.338)
Democrat -1.503 -10.298∗∗∗

(2.456) (0.980)
Republican -14.364∗∗ -7.304∗∗∗

(5.410) (1.823)
Democrat × State Partisanship 4.724 19.446∗∗∗

(4.495) (2.146)
Republican × State Partisanship 20.467∗ 9.626∗∗

(8.202) (3.050)
Strong Interest in News and Politics 0.033 0.151

(0.399) (0.546)
Ideological Distance from Dem. Party -0.333∗∗∗ -0.371∗∗∗

(0.075) (0.079)
Ideological Distance from Rep. Party 0.365∗∗∗ 0.296∗

(0.082) (0.118)
Black 3.203∗∗∗ 1.507∗∗∗

(0.743) (0.330)
Hispanic 0.402 1.060

(1.315) (1.734)
Age / 100 -1.272 -0.857

(0.821) (1.015)
Female -0.104 0.165

(0.392) (0.353)
College Graduate 0.794† 0.284

(0.447) (0.288)
(Constant) 0.222 1.008

(1.324) (2.543)
Log Likelihood -135.57 -111.80
Number of Observations 457 332
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

Table 11: Democratic Primary Voting Among Unaffiliated Semi-Closed Voters, 2018 CCES
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Figure 8: Participation in Democratic Primary Among Validated Unaffiliated Primary Voters
in Semi-Closed States

party (a blue state for Republicans and a red state for Democrats).

Unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states gravitate towards the party primary that, all things

equal, is most likely to yield the general election winners. This is consistent with the im-

pact voting observed by Alvarez and Nagler (2002) as well as the evidence from Key (1949);

Arrington and Grofman (1999). This supports the impact voting theory of hidden partisan-

ship. While low levels of primary crossover voting are generally reported nationwide, in this

particular circumstance, significant numbers of unaffiliated partisans in the most politically
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unfriendly states cross over into the other party’s primary.

7 Discussion

The hidden partisanship Key (1949) and Arrington and Grofman (1999) observed reflects a

desire for voters to maximize the instrumental utility of their primary vote. In states where

a voter’s own party is uncompetitive, the general election result may be a foregone loss for

that party. There is little instrumental value from nominating candidates who are certain

to lose the general election. Therefore in states with party registration, registering with a

voter’s own party where it is uncompetitive provides little utility in affecting who eventually

comes to represent a voter. In a closed primary state, affiliating with the stronger party

provides the greatest amount of instrumental utility to the voter.

However, semi-closed primaries offer a better option for the voter whose party is not

competitive. Voters registering as unaffiliated access both party primaries, enabling them to

select the dominant party’s nominees and presumptive representatives. The option remains

to vote in one’s own party primaries as well. In essence, unaffiliated registration in a semi-

closed primary state transforms the election into an open primary.

The attractiveness of the unaffiliated option leads to larger numbers of registrants remain-

ing unaffiliated for this primary access. The increase in unaffiliated registration after Arizona

and North Carolina implemented semi-closed primaries has been large in those states, even

during a time period where unaffiliated registration has been increasing among all states

(McGhee and Krimm, 2009). While large numbers of unaffiliated voters drive the decision

to institute semi-closed primaries in some cases, it is also clear that the rules change affects

the behavior of voters as well.

The attractiveness of unaffiliated registration varies across the electorate in semi-closed

states. While all voters are more likely to register as unaffiliated in semi-closed states than

closed states, partisans’ willingness to do so depends on the political conditions where they
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live. Democrats and Republicans (and independent leaners) register as unaffiliated in semi-

closed states where their own party is electorally weak. This difference from closed primary

states shows that the option to vote in either party primary afforded to unaffiliated voters is

more attractive to individuals who expect their own party’s nominees to lose in the general

election. Semi-closed primaries therefore facilitate impact crossover voting. These patterns

are confirmed using CCES survey data and partially confirmed with aggregate registration

totals after the opening of Republican Arizona’s primaries to unaffiliated voters.

Weaver (2015), examining North Carolina after the institution of semi-closed primaries,

shows that crossover voting takes place where a voter’s own party is electorally weak. I

also show that among unaffiliated voters in semi-closed states, state partisanship affects the

decision of whether or not to cross over. In Democratic states, unaffiliated voters participate

in the Democratic primary; likewise with Republican states. This includes a minority of

unaffiliated Democrats in red states and Republicans in blue states who engage in crossover

voting.

These findings inform a longstanding debate on how primary election rules affect the

composition and representativeness of primary electorates (Gerber and Morton, 1998; Kan-

thak and Morton, 2001; McGhee et al., 2014; Norrander and Wendland, 2016). However,

the question of whether hidden partisanship in semi-closed primaries leads to changes in the

composition of primary electorates is beyond the scope of this paper. It is possible that the

effect of this phenomenon will be inherently limited. Because impact voting hidden parti-

sanship and primary crossover voting are only attractive where one party is weak and the

other is strong, the number of partisans identifying with the weak party and crossing over

will by definition be limited in number. Future research should explore the effect of primary

crossover voting on the composition of electorates in semi-closed and other forms of primary.

These findings are of interest to any scholar who uses party registration as a proxy for

party identification. Because voter files provide large, easily obtainable datasets including de-

mographic information and geographic location of individuals, they are increasingly utilized
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in political behavior research. In particular, much of the research dealing with geographic

sorting has used party registration data to demonstrate geographic clustering of like-minded

partisans (Carlson and Gimpel, 2019; Martin and Webster, 2020; Sussell, 2013). The fact

voters strategically engage in hidden partisanship where their own party is uncompetitive

may lead analysis of party registration data to overstate geographic sorting.

The findings in this paper strongly suggest instrumental and strategic behavior regarding

primary elections. It is nonetheless easy to overstate the case. The synthetic control analysis

of North Carolina shows that unaffiliated registration increased after the state’s parties

opened their primaries to unaffiliated voters. However, it does not clearly show the ratio

of Democratic nor Republican registrants to identifiers declined after this relative to the

synthetic control. The North Carolina case is complicated by the fact the state gradually

opened its primaries to the unaffiliated, the segmented partisanship of the state, as well as

the realignment the state underwent. Nonetheless, these results should be interpreted with

caution.

The patterns I observe suggest impact voting but do not necessarily rule out maximizing

options either. V.O. Key (1949) famously noted that in the one-party South, where the

general election was perfunctory, competition had shifted to the Democratic primary and the

latter was “in reality the election” (p. 407). Key’s observations and common sense suggest

that where interparty competition is low, intraparty competition may be high. Therefore,

voters seeking competitive primaries to cross over into may also find them where their own

party is weak. For the present study, I simply do not have enough information about primary

competitiveness up and down the ballot in 2018 to control for this factor. Even if it were so,

instrumental hidden partisanship based on maximizing options is also an interesting finding

and warrants further study in the future.

Also, while clear patterns are evident in crossover voting and hidden partisanship, the

majority of partisans in semi-closed states register with their own political party, even where

it makes instrumental sense to remain unaffiliated (i.e. where one’s party is electorally weak).
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And even among unaffiliated partisans in semi-closed states, crossover voting is still not the

norm. Instrumental party registration in closed primary states is also much less common

than Key (1949) or Arrington and Grofman (1999) found. It is possible that the lower levels

of closed primary hidden partisanship observed here compared to previous studies may be

due to the greater political polarization that now exists between the parties. Research on the

rise of affective partisanship finds that party identification now has an emotional component

to it rather than just a policy one (Iyengar et al., 2019).

Instrumental hidden partisanship is consistent with impact crossover voting–casting a

ballot for the most preferred candidate of the other party and thus having an effect on

who comes to hold office. Rather than creating mischief or attempting to sabotage the

other party, this form of crossover voting involves a serious consideration of which candidate

seeking the other party’s nomination is most attractive to the voter. As American voters

increasingly exhibit negative feelings for candidates of the other party, they may eventually

stop crossing over during the primary. The present study and others (Gerber et al., 2017)

show that strong partisans are less likely to engage in hidden partisanship and/or crossover

voting and thus the strengthening of party identification in America may dampen hidden

partisanship. On the other hand, waning levels of local interparty competition across the

country (Drutman, 2020) place a growing number of Americans in a position where impact

crossover voting may be their best chance to determine their elected representatives.

Overall, the results presented in this paper show the responsiveness of voters to elec-

toral institutions in an instrumental manner. Where a registration option provides greater

instrumental utility in selecting the next officeholder, many voters respond by selecting this

option. Party registration is an unusual electoral feature as it is an official government record

of an informal attitude. Registrants must state their political preferences honestly for the

restriction to work as intended. If voters do not state such preferences, as shown here, then

semi-closed election laws are limited in effectiveness.
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A Classification of States as Semi-Closed

Decentralized administration of elections by the states promotes a variety of laws. No two

states determine eligibility for primary participation in quite the same way. In addition,

as a result of Tashjian v. Republican Party of Connecticut, 479 U.S. 208 (1986), political

parties have some say in who may vote in their primaries and thus different requirements

may exist to vote in the Democratic and Republican primaries in the same state during the

same election. Mapping these unique electoral institutions to more general categories such

as “closed” or “semi-closed” necessarily requires some degree of discretion on the part of the

researcher as well as clearly defined definitions and justifications. The hidden partisanship

theorized in this paper arises due to the choice unaffiliated voters have on the day of the

primary election to vote in either the Democratic or Republican primary. That flexibility,

compared to a voter registered with a political party in their state, motivates indivduals to

remain unaffiliated–especially those who support the weaker party in the state. With that

in mind, the following requirements are outlined for classification of a state as semi-closed

in this paper’s analysis:

1. Unaffiliated voters have the option of voting in party primaries on primary

election day. In some states, such as North Carolina or West Virginia, voters may

walk into a polling place unaffiliated, vote in the primary of their choice, and walk

out unaffiliated. In other states, such as Maine, New Hampshire, or Rhode Island,

voters must affiliate with a political party to vote in its primary but unaffiliated voters

have the option of doing so on the day of the primary election. In both situations,

unaffiliated registration affords voters the option to participate in primaries on the day

of the election and thus has instrumental value.

2. Both major political parties allow unaffiliated voters to participate in the

primary on the day of the election. The premise of this paper is that unaffili-

ated registration brings a greater instrumental benefit than registration with one of
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the political parties because it gives voters a choice between primaries rather than

restricting electors to just one political party. In some states, such as South Dakota,

one party (the Democratic Party in this case) allows unaffiliated voters to participate

in its primary while the other party closes its primary elections to the unaffiliated.

These states are not considered semi-closed for the purposes of this paper. Note that

in some states (such as Idaho) one party allows unaffiliated voters to participate in

its primary elections and remain unaffiliated while the other party requires them to

register with the party but allows them to do so on primary election day. These states

are treated as semi-closed in this paper because the unaffiliated may choose to vote in

either the Democratic or Republican primary, though the hurdles to participate in one

of the contests may be greater than the other.

3. Registrants with the Democratic and Republican parties on primary elec-

tion day may not vote in a different party’s primary election, either by

changing parties or by the parties opening primaries to voters of different

party registration statuses. In semi-closed primaries, unaffiliated voters possess

greater instrumental utility than voters registered with the Democratic or Republican

parties because of the choice between the primaries that their unaffiliated registra-

tion affords them that is denied registered Democrats and Republicans. Two states

(Iowa and Wyoming) allow unaffiliated voters to change parties on the day of the pri-

mary election and vote in either party primary. However, they also allow registered

Democrats and Repubicans to do so. Thus, for the purposes of this paper, in these

two states all party registration statuses provide equal amounts of instrumental util-

ity and there is no special benefit to be registered as unaffiliated over Democratic or

Republican registration. In another state, Alaska, the Democratic primary is open to

everyone, including Republicans. This state is also excluded from the analysis.

Description of the states that track party registration follows, including their classification

as “closed”, “semi-closed”, or “excluded from analysis”. Because the analysis examines 2018
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data, these classifications are made for states in 2018.

Alaska

In the 2018 primary elections, Alaska’s Republican Party conducted a fairly standard

semi-closed primary, allowing the large number of unaffiliated voters (termed “undeclared”

or “nonpartisan”) in the state to participate in the Republican primary. The Alaska Demo-

cratic Party, Alaska Libertarian Party and Alaska Independence Party conducted a combined

primary open to all registered voters (including Republicans)3. While the Republican con-

test qualifies as a semi-closed election, the Democratic contest was an open primary and

allowing Republicans on the day of the primary to vote in the Democratic election violates

my requirement three above for a semi-closed primary. Thus, Alaska is excluded from the

analysis.

Arizona

As a result of 1998’s Ballot Proposition 103, which was approved, Arizona’s non-presidential

primary elections are open to unaffiliated voters (AZ Const. art. 7 §10). However the state

maintains closed primaries for its separate presidential preference primary election every four

years. I code Arizona as semi-closed beginning in 2000 in spite of this split. I do so because

semi-closed rules as defined by this paper are in place for the vast majority of political offices

representing Arizona voters. Also, the fact the presidential preference primary is conducted

seprately from the primary for other offices means that unaffiliated voters who show up to

the non-presidential primary have choice between the Democratic and Republican primary

ballots in their entirety (unlike Nebraska).

Arkansas

Somewhat unusually, Arkansas tracks party registration and allows voters to register

with a party to no current purpose. The state also explicitly allows political parties the

freedom to establish additional qualifications to participate in primary elections, including,

presumably, registration with a political party (Ark. Code. Ann. §7-7-307). However the

3https://www.elections.alaska.gov/doc/forms/H42.pdf, last accessed October 22, 2021
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2018 primary elections in the state were open and party registration had no bearing on the

party primary a voter could participate in4. Thus Arkansas is excluded from the analysis.

California

California has used a number of different primary formats over the years. For non-

presidential offices, the state employs a top-two primary and has done since 2010’s passage of

Proposition 14. Because the state does not conduct non-presidential primaries in a traditional

way, it is therefore excluded from the analysis.

Colorado

Colorado conducts semi-closed primaries for all offices. What is at issue is when the

state made this change. The state has allowed unaffiliated voters to vote on primary election

day by affiliating with that party (Colo. Rev. Stat. §1-2-218.5). There are records of this

practice at least as early as 1982, where the Election Abstract Book notes: “If unaffiliated on

primary election day, elector may declare party affiliation and vote”.5 This classifies the state

as semi-closed according to the definition in this paper. The law was further amended by

referendum in 2016 to allow unaffiliated voters to participate in primary elections without

having to affiliate with a party. In either case, the state is semi-closed but Colorado is

coded as semi-closed beginning in 1982 as other well-known semi-closed states such as New

Hampshire and Rhode Island require primary election day party registration.

Connecticut

Connecticut conducts closed primary elections. Unaffiliated voters are permitted to

register with a party up until noon the business day prior to a primary and vote in that

party’s primary (Conn. Gen. Stat. 143 §9-56). However, because unaffiliated voters on the

day of the primary election cannot participate in the primary, the state does not technically

meet the definition of semi-closed used in this paper. It is worth noting that over 40% of

registered Connecticut voters are unaffiliated, more than any other closed primary state.

4https://votepulaski.net/TrainingMaterial/2018%20Official%20Election%20Day%20Training%20Guide.pdf,
last accessed October 22, 2021

5https://www.sos.state.co.us/pubs/elections/Results/Abstract/pdf/1900-1999/1982AbstractBook.pdf,
last accessed January 19, 2022
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This is likely a combination of the state’s “close to semi-closed” status as well as the fact

that the state still uses conventions to decide many partisan nominations.

Delaware

Delaware conducts closed primary elections. Voters may not participate in a primary

election unless they are registered with that party on primary election day (De. Code Ann.

15 §3110). Voters in Delaware may not change party registration between the last Saturday

in May through the day of the primary election (Del. Code Ann. 15 §2049) precluding

unaffiliated voters affiliating with the party on primary election day.

Florida

Florida also restricts primary participation to the party a voter is registered with “and

no other” (Fla. Stat. §101.021). There is no mechanism to allow voters to register with a

political party on primary election day or change their party registration on that day and

vote in the primary (Fla. Stat. §97.1031). Thus, Florida is coded as conducting closed

primaries for 2018.

Idaho

Idaho implemented party registration and restrictions on primary participation based on

party registration in 2011. While the Idaho Republican Party conducts what it calls “closed”

primaries, Idaho state law specifies that an unaffiliated voter “may affiliate with the party

of the elector’s choice filing a signed form up to and including election day” (Idaho Code

Ann. §34-411A (2018)). Notably this allowance does not exist for voters registered with

a political party; they may change party registration and vote in the new party primary

“no later than the last day a candidate may file for partisan political office” (ibid). Neither

the 2018 Democratic nor Republican primary was open; “registered Republicans may vote

only for Republican candidates, and registered Democrats may vote only for Democratic

candidates” 6. Idaho is therefore coded as semi-closed beginning in 2011.

Iowa

6https://sos.idaho.gov/elect/primary elections in idaho.html, last accessed October 23, 2021
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While Iowa categorizes itself as a closed primary election state, the reality is more compli-

cated. Voters must be registered with the Democratic or Republican parties to participate

in their respective primaries, consistent with a closed primary state. However, critically,

“[v]oters can change their party affiliation anytime before election day or at the polling place

on election day”7. The ability to change party registration and vote in the primary of the

new party on the day of the primary extends to all registered voters. This means that for

individuals willing to change party, party registration does not restrict primary participation,

even among those registered with a party prior to the election. This violates point three

above for semi-closed primaries and thus Iowa is excluded from the analysis.

Kansas

Kansas conducts semi-closed primary elections, including during the 2018 cycle. While

Kansas statute requires voters to be registered with a party on primary election day as

a condition of voting in that party’s primary, voters who are unaffiliated (and only those

unaffiliated) may register with a party at the polls on primary election day and vote in the

new party’s primary (Kan. Stat. Ann. §25-3301). This flexibility for unaffiliated voters

includes both the Democratic and Republican party primaries. Thus, Kansas satisfies all

three of the above conditions to be considered a semi-closed primary state. Unaffiliated

voters in Kansas have been allowed to “declare their preference...when they show up at the

polls and select a ballot” at least as early as 19808.

Kentucky

Kentucky conducts closed primary elections. Party primary voters must be registered

with that political party since December 31 of the prior year in order to participate (Ky.

Rev. Stat. Ann. §116.055). No mechanism exists to allow unaffiliated voters to get around

this requirement and during the 2018 primaries, neither major party in Kentucky opened

their primary elections to unaffiliated voters.

7https://sos.iowa.gov/elections/voterinformation/uocava/faqs.htm, last accessed October 26, 2021
8Peter N. Spotts, “Kansas: No Polls to Show It, but Carter, Reagan Look Solid,” Christian Science

Monitor, March 25, 1980, last accessed November 26, 2021
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Louisiana

While Louisiana conducts closed primaries for its presidential primary elections, the

state’s famous “jungle primary” complicates easy classification into “closed” or “semi-closed”

(La. Rev. Stat. §18-511). Because the majority of the state’s races are conducted via the

top-two primary system, Louisiana is excluded from analysis.

Maine

Like semi-closed Colorado prior to 2018, Maine requires voters to enroll with a political

party in order to participate in that party’s primary elections on primary election day but

allows the unaffiliated (“unenrolled”) to register with a party on primary election day and

vote in that party’s primary (Maine Rev. Stat. §21A-111, §21A-143A). Those who are al-

ready registered with a political party may not change party registration on primary election

day in this way and vote in the new party primary (Maine Rev. Stat §21A-144). This state

of affairs began in 1985 and thus Maine is considered semi-closed since 1985.

Maryland

Maryland conducts closed primary elections. State law allows parties to open their

primary to voters not registered with the party (Maryland Code §3-202). However, this

has never occurred. Changes to party registration in Maryland are not processed when

registration is closed, including in the run-up to a primary election (Maryland Code §3-303).

Thus unaffiliated voters may not change party registration on primary election day and vote

in the primary of their new party.

Massaschusetts

Massachusetts conducts semi-closed primary elections. Individuals enrolled or regis-

tered with a political party may only vote in that party’s primary elections and no other

(Mass. General Laws Ch. 53 §38). They also may not change their party registration on

primary election day and vote in the new party’s primary elections. Conversely, unerolled

voters “shall be eligible to receive a ballot of a political party of the voter’s choosing” (ibid).

The ability of unenrolled voters to choose the party primary ballot they wish to vote in has
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existed in Massachusetts at least since 1903 (Mass. 1903 Resolve Chap. 0454).

Nebraska

Nebraska’s primary election system defies easy classification. Voters registered with a

political party may vote in that party’s primary elections and only that party’s primary

(Neb. Rev. Stat. §32-912). For unaffiliated voters, the situation is more complicated. Voters

unaffiliated with a political party have three possibilities: (1) a nonpartisan primary ballot;

(2) a nonpartisan-party ballot where the unaffiliated voter may vote in the congressional

and senatorial primaries of a single party; or (3) in the event a party has elected to open

its primary to unaffiliated voters, a full party primary ballot (ibid). In the 2018 primary, all

three of these options were available as the Democratic Party in the state opened its primary

to unaffiliated voters while the Republican Party did not9. Because this paper is concerned

with the instrumental utility of a voter’s party registration state, I elect to code Nebraska

as closed. I do so because an unaffiliated voter in the state did not have the option to fully

participate in the primaries of both parties in 2018 and was–at most–only able to participate

in the Republican congressional primaries or Democratic primary.

Nevada

Nevada conducts closed primary elections. A voter must be registered with a political

party in order to participate in that party’s primary (Nev. Rev. Stat. §293.257). A voter

may only change party registration “before the end of the last day to register to vote in the

election” (Nev. Rev. Stat. §293.540). Therefore there is no way for unaffiliated individuals

to choose a primary on the day of the election.

New Hampshire

Beginning in 1987, New Hampshire provided that unaffiliated voters “may also register

as a member of a party at any primary by requesting that he be registered as a member

and voting the ballot of the party of his choice” (N.H. Rev. Stat. §654:34 (1987). However,

individuals registered with a political party may not register or disaffiliate “between the

9https://www.votedouglascounty.com/elections/2018/Primary/P18SampleBallot.pdf, last accessed
November 18, 2021
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first Wednesday in June and the day before the state primary election” (ibid). In primary

elections, individuals registered with a political party are only entitled to vote in that party’s

primary (N.H. Rev. Stat. §659:14). New Hampshire is thus coded as semi-closed starting

in 1987.

New Jersey

New Jersey is popularly known as a semi-closed primary state. Individuals who are

registered with a political party and wish to change their party registration and vote in the

new party primary must do so at least 55 days prior to primary election day, but unaffiliated

voters may do so up to and including primary election day10. This system has existed

since 1975. Prior to that, party registration was temporary, with the statute prior to 1975

designating primary voters “a member of that party until two subsequent annual primary

elections have elapsed after casting of such party primary vote” (N.J. Rev. Stat. §19:23-45

(1952)). After this point, party registration became permanent, eventually featuring the 55

day deadline to change party registration. Thus, New Jersey is coded semi-closed beginning

in 1975.

New Mexico

New Mexico conducts closed primary elections. In order to participate in a party primary

in the state, an individual must be registered with that political party (N.M. Stat. §1-12-

20). State law does not allow voters to change party registration when registration has closed

(N.M. Stat. §1-4-16) which occurs 28 days prior to an election (N.M. Stat. §1-4-8).

New York

New York conducts closed primary elections. In 2018, the state had the distinction of

the earleist deadline to change party registration in the country. In order to participate in

the primary election of a party, a voter was required to be enrolled with that party since

the close of registration for the previous general election (N.Y. Election Law §5-304). No

exception existed for primary election day party registration by unaffiliated partisans.

10https://www.state.nj.us/state/elections/voter-party-affiliation-declaration.shtml, last accessed Novem-
ber 19, 2021
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North Carolina

North Carolina conducts straightforward semi-closed primary elections. Unlike many

semi-closed states, North Carolina does not require unaffiliated voters to register with a

party on the day of the primary as a condition of voting in its primary election. The North

Carolina statute requires voters to be registered with the party whose primary in which

they wish to vote (N.C. Rev. Stat. §§163-59). However, “any unaffiliated voter...may also

vote in the primary if the voter is otherwise eligible” (ibid). According to Sinclair (2013),

Republicans opened their primary to unaffiliated voters in this way in 1988 and Democrats

in 1995. Thus, the state is coded as beginning its semi-closed status in 1995.

Oklahoma

Oklahoma conducted closed primary elections in 2018. The state does not process

changes to party registration between April 1 and August 31 in any even-numbered year

(Okla. Stat. tit 26, §4-119). This precludes both party registered and unaffiliated voters

from changing party registration on the day of the primary and voting in a new party contest.

The state does allow parties to open their primary elections to unaffiliated voters, and in

2018 the Democratic Party in the state did so11. However, states in this analysis are only

considered semi-closed if both major parties allow the unaffiliated to vote in their primary

on the day of the election. That is not the case here.

Oregon

Oregon conducted closed primary elections in 2018. Starting 20 days prior to the pri-

mary, the state does not allow individuals to change party registration, regardless of whether

or not they are registered with a political party previously (Or. Rev. Stat. §247.203). While

Oregon law allows parties to open their primary elections to unaffiliated voters (Or. Rev.

Stat. §254.365), neither major party did so in 201812.

Pennsylvania

11https://oklahoma.gov/elections/newsroom/2018/march/41705-party-affiliation-change-
deadlineapproaches.html, last accessed November 23, 2021

12https://www.multco.us/elections/ten-things-know-about-may-2018-primary-election, last accessed on
November 23, 2021
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Pennsylvania conducts closed primary elections. Registrants in the state–including the

unaffiliated–may only change their party registration before the deadline to register to vote

(25 Pa. Stat. Ann. §§1503). Thus the unaffiliated may not change their party registration

on the day of the primary election and vote in the new party’s primary. Pennsylvania law

also requires voters to be registered with the political party in order to vote in its primary

elections (25 Pa. Stat. Ann. §§2812).

Rhode Island

Rhode Island treats affiliated and unaffiliated voters quite differently. Unaffiliated voters

may vote in either party primary but doing so constitutes an act of registering with that

party (R.I.G.L. §17-9.1-23). Conversely, voters already registered with a party must change

their party registration more than 90 days in advance of the primary in order to be able to

vote in a new party’s primary contest (R.I.G.L. §17-9.1-24). Sinclair (2013) finds that this

semi-closed system began in 1974.

South Dakota

South Dakota is coded as closed primary elections for 2018. South Dakota law requires

voters to be registered with a political party in order to vote in its primary elections (S.D.

Codified Laws §12-6-26). However, the law allows parties to change this requirement and

open their primary to other voters. In 2018, the South Dakota Democratic Party opened its

primaries to unaffiliated voters. However, the Republican primary remained closed.

Utah

Notwithstanding the convention system that shapes party nominations, Utah has flirted

with different primary classifications over the last 20 years. Currently, while unaffiliated

primary voters on election day must register with the party of their primary, “[a]n unaffiliated

voter who affiliates with a political party...may vote in that party’s primary election” at

any regular primary (Utah Code §§20A-2-107.5). However, individuals registered with a

political party may not change their party registration on primary election day and vote in

the primary of their new party (Utah Code §§20A-2-107). This satisfies the requirements for
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a semi-closed primary state because unaffiliated voters on primary election day may choose

to vote in either party primary through affiliating with that party but those registered as

Democrats and Republicans may not. Statewide party registration in Utah was implemented

in 2000 and so Utah is coded semi-closed beginning then.

West Virginia

West Virginia technically requires closed primaries according to state law (W. Va. Code

§3-1-35). However since 2007 (including 2018) both the Democratic and Republican parties

in the state have allowed unaffiliated voters to vote in primary elections13. Thus, West

Virginia is coded as semi-closed beginning in 2007.

Wyoming

Like Iowa, while Wyoming technically maintains party registration and conducts “closed”

primary elections, in practice this party registration may be changed at the polls on primary

election day, including for Democrats and Republicans (Wy. Stat. §22-5-214). This violates

my requirement that Democrats and Republicans may not choose their party primary on

election day. Thus, like Iowa, Wyoming is excluded from this analysis.

13Jake Stump, “Democrats Open Primaries to Independent Voters,” Charleston Daily Mail, March 13,
2007, last accessed November 27, 2021
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B Estimates of State Partisanship

To create the MRP measures of the aggregate partisanship of each state, I first estimate the

following hierarchical model twice; once to predict the probability a voter identifies/leans

Democratic and once to predict the probability they identify/lean Republican.

Pr(yi = 1) = logit−1


β0 + β1 ∗Black + β2 ∗Hispanic+ β3 ∗ female

+β4 ∗ age+ β5 ∗ college.graduate+ β6 ∗ interest.politics

+αstate
s


αs ∼ N(0, σ2

state) for s = 1, ..., 51

Aside from the various demographic and attitudinal individual-level characteristics in the

logit model, each state has a randomized intercept shift, αs, distributed normally with mean

0 and variance σ2
state. This model of Democratic and Republican party identification/lean

thus not only accounts for demographic and attitudinal characteristics of individuals but

also allows the probability of party identification to vary by state.

Following the convention of Hill (2015), I use a CCES-specific MRP procedure. Using the

models, including individual-level coefficients and posterior random effects, I generate the

probability that each CCES respondent identifies/leans with the Democratic or Republican

Party. I then average these predicted probabilities for each state using the CCES post-

stratification weights for survey respondents. Model estimates appear in Table B1.

The estimates of the proportion of each closed and semi-closed primary state that are

Democratic and Republican follow in Table B2. I calculate the two-party identifier share

(rightmost column) as the proportion of the state’s population that is Democratic divided

by the sum of the Democratic and Republican identifier proportions.
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Variable Democratic Republican
Strong Interest in News and Politics 0.422∗∗∗ 0.166∗∗∗

(0.021) (0.021)
Black 1.856∗∗∗ -2.433∗∗∗

(0.031) (0.046)
Hispanic 0.892∗∗∗ -1.096∗∗∗

(0.034) (0.039)
Age / 100 -0.848∗∗∗ 1.677∗∗∗

(0.056) (0.057)
Female 0.373∗∗∗ -0.302∗∗∗

(0.019) (0.019)
College Graduate 0.546∗∗∗ -0.322∗∗∗

(0.021) (0.022)
Random Effects
State 0.154 0.267

(0.393) (0.516)
(Constant) -0.790∗∗∗ -0.813∗∗∗

(0.063) (0.079)
Log Likelihood -34199.5 -32638.0
Number of Observations 60000 60000
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

Table B1: Democratic and Republican Party Identification, 2018 CCES
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Dem. Prop. Rep. Prop. Dem. Share
Arizona 0.420 0.404 0.510
Colorado 0.436 0.364 0.545
Connecticut 0.487 0.321 0.603
Delaware 0.494 0.354 0.583
Florida 0.419 0.419 0.500
Idaho 0.263 0.545 0.326
Kansas 0.358 0.440 0.448
Kentucky 0.322 0.508 0.388
Massachusetts 0.522 0.254 0.673
Maryland 0.586 0.290 0.669
Maine 0.418 0.402 0.509
North Carolina 0.403 0.395 0.505
Nebraska 0.307 0.479 0.391
New Hampshire 0.437 0.391 0.528
New Jersey 0.510 0.315 0.619
New Mexico 0.482 0.296 0.620
Nevada 0.467 0.324 0.590
New York 0.566 0.276 0.672
Oklahoma 0.314 0.524 0.374
Oregon 0.454 0.358 0.559
Pennsylvania 0.448 0.395 0.532
Rhode Island 0.447 0.235 0.655
South Dakota 0.269 0.508 0.346
Utah 0.248 0.530 0.319
West Virginia 0.378 0.420 0.474

Table B2: MRP Estimates of State Partisanship, 2018 CCES
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C Test of Presidential Vote Share

As a robustness check, I test the CCES models of party registration and primary voting using

two-party presidential vote share rather than the MRP estimates of state partisanship. I

measure two-party presidential vote share for the 2018 CCES data as the mean of the 2016

and 2020 two-party presidential vote shares. Among the 25 states I analyze in this paper, the

correlation between two-party Democratic presidential vote share and the MRP two-party

Democratic identifier share is 0.91. Figure C1 plots the two measures of state partisanship

and their distance from each other. For almost all states there is less than a 5-percentage

point difference between the two measures. A notable exception, however, is West Virginia.

West Virginia has undergone a major realignment over the past decade, moving from a

solidly Democratic state to a Republican stronghold. The state gave Republican Donald

Trump his second-largest vote-share in the country during 2016 and 2020, while Democrat

Joe Manchin won a narrow reelection to US Senate there in 2018. This dynamic character

of the West Virginia electorate in 2018 is reflected in a 47.4% Democratic identifier share

in the MRP estimates from the 2018 CCES–almost 20-percentage points more Democratic

than the two-party presidential vote share measure.

The rapid and extreme realignment in a Republican direction of West Virginia com-

plicates the present analysis. Thornburg (2018) shows that party registration often lags

realignments, with voters changing party identification but remaining registered with their

old party. This unintentional hidden partisanship is the case in West Virginia, where in 2018

a plurality of 43% of voters were still registered as Democrats. In the case of West Virginia

this means that there are likely many Republicans who remain registered as Democrats–the

opposite of what instrumental hidden partisanship would predict in a strongly Republican

state. At the same time, any voters remaining with the West Virginia Democratic Party are

probably strong partisans and registered with the party, rather than unaffiliated or Repub-

66



Figure C1: Presidential Vote Share and MRP Estimate Comparison

lican (West Virginia is semi-closed).

Tables C1 through C3 replicate Tables 8 and 9 in the main paper. C1 uses presidential

vote-share to calculate alternative-specific instrumental utility for semi-closed states with a

dummy variable for West Virginia. The models in C2 are identical to C1 except lacking

the dummy variable for West Virginia. Table C3 uses presidential vote-share instrumental

utility for closed primary states. Comparing C1 to Table 8 and C3 to Table 9 (and thus

taking into account the unique circumstances of West Virginia) the results are substantively

and statistical similar. I also use Democratic presidenital vote-share to replicate Table 11 in

the main paper (party of primary chosen). As before, I include a dummy variable for West

Virginia in Table C4 (the self-reported measure of party of primary) and report the results

without the West Virginia dummy variable in Table C5. I also use Democratic presidential

vote-share in the validated measure of party of primary in Table C5. Because West Virginia

does not validate party of primary in its voter file for the CCES, I do not report these

results with the state dummy variable. Once again, the results in Tables C4 and C5 are

substantively and statistically similar to Table 11 in the main paper.
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Variable Self-Reported
Democratic Partisanship of State -0.155

(2.492)
Democrat -1.826

(1.712)
Republican -14.375∗∗

(4.356)
Democrat × State Partisanship 5.374

(3.504)
Republican × State Partisanship 20.983∗∗

(6.735)
Strong Interest in News and Politics 0.049

(0.389)
Ideological Distance from Dem. Party -0.332∗∗∗

(0.077)
Ideological Distance from Rep. Party 0.364∗∗∗

(0.082)
Black 3.238∗∗∗

(0.719)
Hispanic 0.525

(1.442)
Age / 100 -1.194

(0.797)
Female -0.111

(0.396)
College Graduate 0.796†

(0.434)
West Virginia -0.136

(0.709)
(Constant) 0.568

(1.254)
Log Likelihood -135.41
Number of Observations 457
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

Table C4: Democratic Primary Voting Among Unaffiliated Semi-Closed Voters Using Pres-
idential Vote Share, 2018 CCES
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Variable Self-Reported Validated
Democratic Partisanship of State 0.164 -2.786

(1.083) (3.156)
Democrat -1.670 -11.153∗∗∗

(1.912) (0.803)
Republican -14.184∗∗ -8.137∗∗∗

(4.784) (1.486)
Democrat × State Partisanship 5.114 21.400∗∗∗

(3.441) (1.209)
Republican × State Partisanship 20.667∗∗ 11.257∗∗∗

(7.433) (2.388)
Strong Interest in News and Politics 0.052 0.152

(0.399) (0.552)
Ideological Distance from Dem. Party -0.333∗∗∗ -0.367∗∗∗

(0.075) (0.080)
Ideological Distance from Rep. Party 0.363∗∗∗ 0.296∗

(0.083) (0.123)
Black 3.236∗∗∗ 1.507∗∗∗

(0.710) (0.318)
Hispanic 0.528 1.079

(1.432) (1.752)
Age / 100 -1.208 -0.822

(0.776) (1.046)
Female -0.110 0.198

(0.391) (0.346)
College Graduate 0.799† 0.276

(0.440) (0.286)
(Constant) 0.382 2.112

(0.719) (2.724)
Log Likelihood -135.42 -111.49
Number of Observations 457 332
∗∗∗p < 0.001, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗p < 0.05, †p < 0.1

Table C5: Democratic Primary Voting Among Unaffiliated Semi-Closed Voters Using Pres-
idential Vote Share, 2018 CCES
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