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College Independents Poll:  

The Emergence of a Non-Partisan Politics? 

By Omar H. Ali 

 

Overview 

Over the course of eight weeks (Sept. 6–Nov. 6, 2012) a team of four 

researchers from The University of North Carolina at Greensboro conducted a 

face-to-face poll of students at sixteen college campuses across North Carolina.1 

Approximately one out of four students stopped to take the poll at the various 

campuses, which included a broad range of public and private institutions; 

three-quarters of the students who stopped identified themselves as politically 

independent—that is, neither Democrat nor Republican. During the two months 

of the survey, the team polled 1,246 self-identified political independents. The 

researchers asked the students twenty-one questions, which included why they 

identified as independent, their level of support for specific structural political 

reforms, their views of the Democratic and Republican parties, and their 

knowledge of electoral politics and history.  

The poll revealed several key findings: (1) a plurality of college students 

self-identify as independent regardless of how they are registered to vote, (2) 

nearly two-thirds expressed being anti-party, with an overwhelming number of 

college independents saying that they do not want to be politically labeled as 

partisan, and (3) college independents say they strongly favor structural political 

reforms that would reduce partisanship in the political process. The overall 

results suggest the emergence of a non-partisan politics among younger voters. 
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Historical Context 

Over the last two decades national polls (including Gallup, Pew, and USA 

Today) have indicated growth among voters in the United States who identify 

themselves as independent. Currently, forty percent of voters self-identify as 

independent in the nation.2 In North Carolina, the growth rate among voters 

who are not only declaring their political independence by self-identifying as 

such but registering (or re-registering) as “unaffiliated” (the official designation 

in the state for independents) is particularly high. Over the last two years 

approximately two out of three new voters in the state have been registering as 

"unaffiliated.” These independents now comprise 26 percent of voters in North 

Carolina, amounting to 1.6 million voters.3 The combined growth of 

independent voter registration and large independent self-identification—in 

addition to the role of independent voters in deciding the last three national 

elections (2008, 2010, and 2012), either in the primaries or in the general 

elections—has prompted interest among scholars, journalists, policy-makers, 

and the general public about independent voters: Who are they? What are their 

interests and demands? And what does this growing body of voters say about 

our electoral system?4  

Independent voters hold a broad range of ideological perspectives and 

come from diverse demographic backgrounds.5 What seems to bind these 

voters together, despite their different views in traditional ideological terms, 

appears to be their disapproval with partisan politics and their interest in 

reforming the electoral process. The present study is part of a larger effort 

underway at The University of North Carolina at Greensboro to find out to what 

degree this is true and discover in greater detail who independents are, what 

they want, and how they have changed, or are changing over time. 
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The history of independents in North Carolina goes back to the mid-

nineteenth century with a number of third parties and individual independent 

candidates running for office. The best known independent party of the latter 

part of that century, the People's Party (a.k.a. Populist Party), created an 

alliance with the Republican Party to defeat the Democratic Party and briefly 

take control of the state government in the mid 1890s. During the twentieth 

century there have been a number of third parties, including the Socialist Party, 

the Progressive Party, the Green Party, and the Libertarian Party, among others. 

Few of these parties have been able to get or remain on the ballot (the 

Libertarian Party having been the most successful non-major party to do so) as 

restrictive ballot access, bipartisan Congressional redistricting, and closed 

candidate debates have made it difficult for independents to compete 

effectively with the two major parties. [For instance, in order for an 

independent candidate running for statewide office to get their name placed on 

the ballot, they need to gather over 100,000 signatures—a requirement which is 

waived for the nominees of the Democratic and Republican parties.] 

While Democratic and Republican registration in North Carolina is either 

holding steady or on the decline, depending on the county, most independents 

in the state (as is other states) are not seeking out third parties. Record-low job 

approval ratings of Congress among voters in combination with a sharp increase 

in independent self-identification and registration appear to be an indication of 

anti-party sentiment in the state and the nation as a whole. And while public 

polling in North Carolina goes back to the early nineteenth century (the first 

having been conducted in 1824 by the Raleigh Star regarding the presidential 

election) the poll conducted for the present study is the first university-

sponsored survey to specifically examine independent voters.6  
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Research Methodology 

Researchers for the College Independents Poll conducted preliminary in-

person polling at the UNCG campus during June 2012 to test and refine the 

questions that were initially formulated by the team. Much attention was given 

to ask an opening question that would make sense to traditional college-age 

students (18 to 21 year-olds). After testing several lines, the opening “When it 

comes to politics, do you consider yourself independent-minded?” was deemed 

the best way to ‘stop’ students to take the poll as the team determined that 

asking the seemingly straight-forward (and closely-related) “Are you politically 

independent?” was not familiar enough language for most students. After 

students stopped, the researchers then asked students “Regardless of how you 

vote, do you consider yourself an independent?” If students said ‘yes’ to this 

question, then we would proceed with the poll (see Appendix for the list of 

questions asked and the response choices); if students said ‘no,’ we thanked 

them for stopping, but told them that we were looking for independents in 

particular. 

The finalized 21 questions were then asked of students face to face at the 

sixteen colleges across North Carolina as the fall semester began. Unlike the 

majority of polling, the team surveyed students in person (as opposed to doing 

so by telephone—the traditional way of polling) in order to get a high response 

rate. The team met students at main thoroughfares, near student centers, or in 

them, as well as in or near cafeterias; only at the UNCG campus did researchers 

speak to entire classes and ask them to take the poll (with permission of the 

instructor). The colleges selected for the survey included a variety of institutions 

and geographic locations—eastern and western North Carolina, the Piedmont, 

the Research Triangle, and the southeastern part of the state). The institutions  
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selected included large public and private research universities, small private 

colleges, a women's college, community colleges, and several Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities (HBCUs): 

 

¶ The University of North Carolina at Greensboro 

¶ The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

¶ The University of North Carolina at Wilmington 

¶ East Carolina University 

¶ Appalachian State University 

¶ Duke University 

¶ Wake Forest University 

¶ High Point University 

¶ Bennett College 

¶ Greensboro College 

¶ Guilford College 

¶ North Carolina State University 

¶ North Carolina Agricultural and Technical University 

¶ Guilford Technical Community College 

¶ Rockingham Community College 

¶ Caldwell Community College 
 

The polling was conducted in either teams of two or three, only twice (for 

logistical reasons) were individual researchers working alone. Also, we made 

a decision to conduct a large share of the polling at UNCG, since (A) its 

student body reflects the racial, ethnic, gender, and socio-economic diversity 

(and academic majors) of college students across the state as a whole and (B) 

because we wanted to set ourselves up to be able to more easily return to 

students who took the poll for follow up questions in focus groups. Being on 

our home campus will make this much easier to do. 
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Analysis of Polling Data 

The following conclusions are drawn from the polling data of the 1,246 

independent college students the UNCG team surveyed at the sixteen campuses 

in the Fall of 2012 in conjunction with data culled from recent national polls by 

Georgetown and Harvard that have asked younger voters their opinions. 

 

Independent Self-Identification Regardless of Registration  

According to a recent national poll by the Georgetown Berkeley Center, 

upwards of 45 percent of 18-24 year-olds say they are politically independent.7 

Meanwhile, Harvard’s Institute of Politics found that 37 percent of 18-29 year-

olds self-identified as independent, with only 25 percent of all respondents 

saying that they felt that they were politically engaged.8 These percentages are 

in line with our responses among college students in North Carolina.  

While most pollsters and political scientists assume that independents are 

undecided Democrats or Republicans (‘closet partisans’ is how it is sometimes 

stated) the present study finds that a significant portion of young people are 

self-consciously choosing to identify as independent. Also, while many of those 

who self-identify as independent may vote for major party candidates, given 

bipartisan dominance of the electoral process, voting for a major party 

candidate does not necessarily mean that they are on the verge of becoming 

partisans.  

In 2008 independent voters supported then-Senator Barack Obama (by an 

eight-point margin over his Republican rival, Senator John McCain). Then, in 

2010, independents supported Republican Congressional candidates over 

Democrats in slightly higher numbers. And most recently, in 2012, independents  
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offered a slight margin to the Republican presidential nominee former Governor 

Mitt Romney over President Obama. In all three cases, independents did not 

become Democrats or Republican by voting one way or the other, but were 

voting tactically—many having split their tickets.  

North Carolina college independents are saying that they are independent 

even if their options in the voting booth are largely limited to candidates from 

the two major parties, and exercise their choices accordingly. In this way, young 

independents (with the average age of those polled in the study being 20.5 

years of age), are part of a larger, national phenomenon underway towards 

greater political independence among all voters, despite the fact that 42.9 

percent of those in the study said they were registered into a party (43 percent 

being registered “unaffiliated”; 13.1 percent stating that they were not sure 

how they were registered to vote). 

 

Suggestion of Anti-Party Sentiment  

Fully 82.6 percent of respondents said that they did not want to be 

labeled as either a Democrat or a Republican, nor did they feel the major parties 

adequately represented their views, or both. The strong sense of being free of 

partisan labeling and not feeling represented by the major parties suggests anti-

party sentiment. This is corroborated by the fact that nearly two-thirds (62.4 

percent) of respondents said that they either agreed or somewhat agreed to the 

statement that they do not like political parties (37.1 percent disagreed) and 

97.2 percent say they vote for the “best candidate, regardless of party” (less 

than three percent disagreed with that statement).  The focus on supporting 

individual candidates, as opposed to voting straight party ticket (whichever 

party), underscores political independence in voting practice among college 

independents. 
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Strong Support for Structural Political Reforms  

The College Independents Poll also revealed strong support among 

independent college students in North Carolina for structural political reforms. 

Such reforms aim to create less partisanship in both the ways in which 

candidates are elected to office and how state and Federal government is run. 

These reforms included (a) having independents on the Federal Elections 

Commission (FEC), the body that oversees national elections (currently 

bipartisan, with three Democrats and three Republicans), (b) allowing 

independents to vote in primaries (i.e. having open primaries), and (c) voting 

online (to make it easier to participate in the electoral process). Nearly 90 

percent (89.6 percent) of respondents favored having at least one independent 

on the FEC (with only 8.9 percent disagreeing); in terms of primaries, 94.3 

percent of respondents stated that independents should be allowed to vote in 

the first and critical round of voting; finally, a slight majority, 51.1 percent, of 

respondents said that they favored being able to vote online (with 9.5 percent 

being unsure). Support for structural political reforms among college 

independents is complemented by the overwhelming concern among 

respondents (90.7 percent) that Democratic and Republican control of Congress 

is problematic. 

 

 Additional Findings 

While only half of respondents (50.4 percent) had voted at the time of the 

poll (which in the case of 97 percent of respondents was just prior to the 2012 

general election), nearly two-thirds (64.3 percent) still believed that the major 

parties invited them to play “a serious role in politics,” whether or not they 

chose to do so.  The  students were evenly split on the  question about  whether  
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the two major parties were “government” or “private,” perhaps indicating 

confusion about the role of the Democratic and Republican parties as 

government (i.e. public, not private). [In hindsight, the question should have 

been phrased as “public” versus “private.”] 

On the matter of political and historical knowledge, a majority of college 

independents were aware that political parties are not mentioned in the U.S. 

Constitution (57.8 percent), with only 14 percent believing that they were 

mentioned (and 27.7 percent not being sure). A large majority, 81.2 percent, of 

students felt relatively confident about their knowledge of how elections work 

in North Carolina. However, 81 percent of students were not aware that 40 

percent of Americans now self-identify as independent. This may have to do 

with the fact that 71.3 percent of respondents agreed with the statement that 

their educational experience so far has made it seem as if the only way to 

participate in politics is as a Democrat or a Republican (with 27.9 percent 

disagreeing with that statement).  

 

Cross tabulation by Gender and Race 

Cross-tabulation by gender and race revealed the following: women were 

(a) more likely to say that independents should vote in primaries, (b) that they 

were not as knowledgeable about North Carolina elections, (c) more likely to say 

that parties are government organizations, and (d) more likely to say they were 

unsure whether parties are mentioned in the U.S. Constitution. In terms of race, 

black students were (a) slightly less likely to say they were registered as 

unaffiliated than all other students, (b) slightly more likely to say that they had 

not yet voted,  (c) less likely to agree that they do not  like  political  parties,  and  

(d) more likely to say that they were independent because they do not want to  
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be labeled (and not so much because a particularly party does not represent 

their views—in the case of black voters, most likely the Democratic Party, given 

strong black registration into that party). 

In conclusion, college independents appear to be expressing what may be 

called a non-partisan politics—something in between non-interest in partisan-

driven electoral politics and outright anti-partisanship.  Put another way, young 

people seem to want a new kind of politics that does not require partisan 

labeling, but one that allows for a mix of political views and equity in the 

electoral process. 

 

 

    *** 
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 Charts and Tables 

 

vΥ ά!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜ ŀǎ ΨuƴŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘΩ in North Carolina?έ  

     [Yes, No, Not Sure] 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 534 42.9 

Not Sure 163 13.1 

Yes 536 43.0 

Total 1233 99.0 

Missing  13 1.0 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άPolitically speaking, which of these best captures how you feel:  
             L ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Χέ 

  A) I don’t want to be labeled a Democrat or a Republican 
    B) The two major parties don’t fully represent my views 

  C) Both of the above 
  D) None of the above  

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

A. I don't want to be labeled 140 11.2 

B. Parties don't fully represent 452 36.3 

C. Both 428 34.3 

D. None 217 17.4 

Total 1237 99.3 

Missing  9 .7 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άLΩƳ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ     

     candidate, regardless of party.έ [Agree, Somewhat Agree, Disagree] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Agree 1059 85.0 

Somewhat Agree 152 12.2 

Disagree 32 2.6 

Total 1243 99.8 

Missing  3 .2 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άLΩƳ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΦέ  

     [Agree, Somewhat Agree, Disagree] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Agree 284 22.8 

Somewhat Agree 494 39.6 

Disagree 462 37.1 

Total 1240 99.5 

Missing  6 .5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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Q. άWere you aware that 40% of Americans now self-identify  

      as independent?έ [No, Yes] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 1009 81.0 

Yes 231 18.5 

Total 1240 99.5 

Missing  6 .5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άThe Federal Elections Commission (FEC) oversees national elections.  
     It consists of three Democrats and three Republicans. Do you think  
     the FEC should include independents?έ [No, Yes]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 111 8.9 

Yes 1116 89.6 

Total 1227 98.5 

Missing  19 1.5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άIn your opinion should independents be allowed to vote in all  

      publicly-funded primaries?έ [No, Yes] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 51 4.1 

Yes 1175 94.3 

Total 1226 98.4 

Missing  20 1.6 

Total 1246 100.0 
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 vΦ άHave you voted before?έ [No, Yes] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 612 49.1 

Yes 628 50.4 

Total 1240 99.5 

Missing  6 .5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άSo far, my educational experience has made it seem as if the  

     only way to participate in politics is as a Democrat or Republican.έ  
      [Agree, Somewhat Agree, Disagree] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Agree 447 35.9 

Somewhat Agree 441 35.4 

Disagree 348 27.9 

Total 1236 99.2 

Missing  10 .8 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ ά5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ /ƻƴƎǊŜǎǎ  

     is problematic?έ [Agree, Somewhat Agree, Disagree] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Agree 671 53.9 

Somewhat Agree 458 36.8 

Disagree 84 6.7 

Total 1213 97.4 

Missing  33 2.6 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άDo you feel confident about your knowledge of how elections  

      work in North Carolina?έ [Agree, Somewhat Agree, Disagree] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Agree 472 37.9 

Somewhat Agree 539 43.3 

Disagree 232 18.6 

Total 1243 99.8 

Missing  3 .2 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ ά5o you feel like the younger generation is invited to play a  

      serious role in politics by the two major parties?έ [No, Yes] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 414 33.2 

Yes 801 64.3 

Total 1215 97.5 

Missing  31 2.5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άDo you think the Democratic and Republican parties are  

      government institutions or private organizations?έ  

      [Government, Private] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Government 405 32.5 

Private 474 38.0 

Total 879 70.5 

Missing  367 29.5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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vΦ άLf you were to guess, are political parties mentioned in the      

      Constitution?έ [Yes, No, Not Sure] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 720 57.8 

Not Sure 345 27.7 

Yes 175 14.0 

Total 1240 99.5 

Missing  6 .5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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      vΦ άGiven that we pay our bills online securely would you  

            support voting online?έ [Yes, No, Not Sure] 

 

 

 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Valid 

No 488 39.2 

Not Sure 118 9.5 

Yes 637 51.1 

Total 1243 99.8 

Missing  3 .2 

Total 1246 100.0 



  

28 
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Academic major Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Arts 99 7.9 

Business 145 11.6 

Education 77 6.2 

Humanities 192 15.4 

Social Science 218 17.5 

Political Science 65 5.2 

Science 290 23.3 

Technology 79 6.3 

Total 1165 93.5 

Missing  81 6.5 

Total 1246 100.0 
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Age 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age Frequency Percent 

 

15 1 .1 

16 13 1.0 

17 28 2.2 

18 308 24.7 

19 266 21.3 

20 226 18.1 

21 163 13.1 

22 94 7.5 

23 28 2.2 

24 10 .8 

25 21 1.7 

26 12 1.0 

27 7 .6 

28 8 .6 

29 9 .7 

30 4 .3 

31 3 .2 

32 3 .2 

33 5 .4 

34 2 .2 

35 2 .2 

37 1 .1 

40 3 .2 

41 2 .2 

42 3 .2 

43 1 .1 

46 1 .1 

48 1 .1 

49 1 .1 

50 1 .1 

51 2 .2 

52 1 .1 

55 3 .2 

58 1 .1 

Total 
Missing 

1234 99.0 

  12 1.0 
Total 1246 100.0 
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Race/ethnicity Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Afro-Latino/a 3 .2 

Black 417 33.5 

Middle Eastern 37 3.0 

East Asian 26 2.1 

Latino/a 46 3.7 

Multiracial 35 2.8 

Native American 8 .6 

Other 12 1.0 

South Asian 11 .9 

White 631 50.6 

Total 1226 98.4 

Missing  20 1.6 

Total 1246 100.0 
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   Gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gender Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Female 724 58.1 

Male 489 39.2 

Total 1213 97.4 

Missing  33 2.6 

Total 1246 100.0 
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College Frequency Percent 

Valid 

Appalachian State 94 7.5 

Bennett College 33 2.6 

Caldwell Community College 31 2.5 

Duke University 75 6.0 

East Carolina University 21 1.7 

Greensboro College 27 2.2 

Guilford Tech. Com. College 62 5.0 

Guilford College 27 2.2 

High Point University 37 3.0 

North Carolina A&T 88 7.1 

North Carolina Central University 74 5.9 

Rockingham Community College 52 4.2 

UNC-Chapel Hill 52 4.2 

UNC-Greensboro 521 41.8 

UNC-Wilmington 19 1.5 

Wake Forest University 33 2.6 

Total 1246 100.0 
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Recommendations 

The following five recommendations will be offered to University of North 
Carolina President Thomas Ross, UNCG Chancellor Linda Brady, and Guilford 
County School Superintendent Maurice Green, and will be publicized in the 
media. 

 

1) Greater civic engagement among students rests on efforts to welcome new 
ways of learning about politics and history. Towards this end, courses in 
history, government, and public policy that include the existence of 
independent voters should be encouraged. 
 

2) The analytical models, language, and frameworks currently used in 
secondary education and college assume bipartisanship and are less 
attentive to emerging patterns. Greater amounts of interdisciplinary 
research that look at qualitative changes in our political culture should be 
encouraged. 
 

3) Whether at the state or federal level, when it comes to discussions regarding 
governance, emphasis should be made on non-partisanship, as opposed to 
bipartisanship. The latter excludes the plurality of Americans who are neither 
Democrats nor Republicans. 
 

4) Educational workshops on the electoral process should be offered across the 
state on UNC campuses for the general public so that North Carolinians are 
better informed about the mechanisms that drive public policy in both the 
state and the nation. 
 

5) Finally, a UNC-wide conference should be held before the next U.S. 
presidential election that brings together student leaders, public policy 
experts, and the general public to discuss non-partisan structural reforms. 
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  NOTES 

                                                           
1 Questions regarding the College Independents Poll  may be sent to Dr. Omar H. Ali, Research    
Coordinator, at ohali@uncg.edu. Stephanie Orosco, Brittany Rodman, and Mariah Hunt  
assisted in the design of the survey and research in the field; Rachel Cooley assisted with data  
inputting and tabulation. 
 
2 For a range of national polls taken on political affiliation see the HuffPost Polster.   
www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/04/30/party-id_n_725948.html 

 
3 The North Carolina Board of Elections’ change of voter registration data is available through  
the Carolina Transparency Project at www.carolinatransparency.com/voterregistration/ 
  
4 Janet Hook, “Votes of Independents Could be Key” The Wall Street Journal  (November 5,  
2012). Several books have been published in the last year about independent voters. See, for  
example, Jacqueline Salit, Independents Rising: Outsider Movements, Third Parties, and the  
Struggle for a Post-Partisan America (New York: Routledge, 2012) and Linda Killian, The Swing  
Vote: The Untapped Power of Independents (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2012) 
 
5 See the Pew Research Center report “Beyond Red vs. Blue: The Political Typology” (May 4,  
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