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Introduction 
Georgia held a combined primary election on June 9, 2020, after delaying both the presidential 

preference primary (originally scheduled for March 24) and the general primary (originally scheduled 
for May 19). Coronavirus cases in Georgia were rising leading up to the presidential preference 
primary (PPP). On March 14, Governor Brian Kemp declared a public health state of emergency in 
Georgia and postponed the presidential primary to be held with the general primary on May 19, 2020. 
As cases continued to increase throughout March and early April, Governor Kemp extended the state 
of emergency on April 9, and Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger rescheduled the May 19 combined 
primary to June 9, 2020. Overall turnout for the 2020 Combined Primary election was over 2.2 
million, representing a 10% increase from the previous high for primary turnout in the 2016 
Presidential Preference Primary. 

 

 
          Timing of the COVID Pandemic and 2020 Primary Election Dates in Georgia 

 
On April 27, the Georgia Secretary of State ​started sending absentee​ ballot applications to all 

6.9 million active voters in advance of the newly scheduled combined primary election. Voters still had 
to fill out and return the application in time in order to receive their absentee-by-mail ballots. In the 
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end, in the 2020 primary over 1.6 million voters submitted applications for absentee-by-mail ballots, 
and over 1.1 million voters successfully cast their ballots by mail. This represents a 3,000% increase in 
mail-in voting in Georgia relative to the primaries held in 2016. The surge led to ​issues processing and 
delivering ballots to voters on tim​e, and following election day, the large increase in absentee ballots led 
to ​delays in finalizing vote tallies as election officials struggled to count mail-in ballots​ quickly. 
 

Despite the large increase in mail-in ballots, about 800,000 people still voted in-person on 
election day, and another 320,000 voted early in-person. On election day, ​contemporaneous reports 
documented a variety of problems across a number of large counties. About ten percent of all Georgia 
polling locations and nearly 80 precincts in the metro Atlanta area ​were closed prior to the election due 
to COVID-19.​ According to reports, ​many typical poll workers in Georgia were over 70 years old​, 
making them a high-risk group in the pandemic, who decided not to volunteer this year to avoid 
exposure to the coronavirus. Trained poll workers originally committed to working the primary in 
March ​withdrew due to health concerns​, resulting in new poll workers being trained in a short amount 
of time. ​The state was using new voting machines, which caused a significant amount of confusion 
among poll workers.​ Access cards were put in backwards, problems were reported as workers used new 
tablets to  check people in, poll workers sometimes had to manually type in access codes as overrides to 
submit ballots, and user confusion played a big part in the increased amount of time it took to cast a 
ballot. Lines were 3-hours long or longer in some places, reportedly causing some voters to leave 
without casting a ballot. ​About 11% of polling locations closed an hour late to accommodate long 
lines, and three-fourths of polling stations in Fulton County stayed open until after 8pm.​ For a more 
in-depth analysis of the election day challenges faced by Georgia officials, see ​our other Georgia 
Primary Election Analysis Memo published on the Healthy Elections website. 
 
This report addresses the following questions: 

ǒ How did the large increase in the use of absentee-by-mail ballots vary by partisanship, race, age, 
and other demographics? 

ǒ How did the COVID-19 pandemic influence turnout and vote mode? 
ǒ What were the county-level differences in vote by mail rates and election day turnout, and how 

did this compare to 2016? 
ǒ What type of voters were more likely to vote by mail, and who was most likely to have their 

mail-in ballots rejected? 
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Summary of Findings 
ǒ Despite the ​issues faced by election officials​, turnout for Georgia’s 2020 combined primary 

election was over 2.2 million, an increase of 10% relative to the old record turnout in the 2016 
Presidential Preference Primary.  

ƺ Democratic turnout increased by 56% 
ƺ Republican turnout decreased by 21% 
ƺ Total non-partisan ballots increased significantly, going from only 410 votes in the 

2016 PPP to 59,386 votes in the 2020 primary. 
ǒ Almost half of all voters in the 2020 Georgia primary voted by mail.  

ƺ The vote-by-mail rate was 3,000% higher in the 2020 combined primary relative to 
either of the 2016 primaries. 

ǒ Of the 1.6 million absentee ballots requested, 79% were returned to election officials, and less 
than 1% of returned ballots were rejected.  

ƺ The most common reason for rejection in 2020 was ballots being returned late (~72%),  
ƺ The second most common reasons for rejection in 2020 was a missing or invalid 

signature (~27%) 
ƺ In contrast, 17% of returned ballots were rejected in 2016; late ballot rejections made 

up 93% of these rejected ballots, while signature problems made up only about 1% of 
these rejections. 

ƺ Democrats, non-white voters, and younger voters were more likely to have their 
mail-in ballots rejected.   
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Analysis of 2020 Primary 
To analyze the election results, we utilize the state’s voter file along with voter absentee files 

and voter history files for the 2016, 2018, and 2020 primaries and general elections. We merge these 
files together to create a comprehensive dataset of voter demographics and voter history. All data used 
in this report was downloaded and is available from the Georgia Secretary of State website (see the 
Appendix A for more details).  

Turnout and Vote Mode 
In the 2020 combined primary on June 9, 2.2 million voters turned out--either in person or via 

absentee ballots. This turnout represents 31% of active voters in Georgia in 2020. This broke the 
previous record for primary turnout, which was about 2 million voters in the 2016 Presidential 
Preference Primary (PPP).  About 50% of voters in 2020 submitted absentee-by-mail ballots in the 
2020 combined primary, representing an over 3,000% increase in mail-in ballots relative to the 2016 
primaries.  

2016 vs. 2020 Vote Mode 
Compared to the 2016 PPP, Democratic turnout increased by 56%, while Republican turnout 

decreased by 21%. Total non-partisan ballots increased significantly, going from only 410 votes in the 
2016 PPP to 59,386 votes in the 2020 combined primary. This does not appear to be a coding error, 
and it is still a mystery as to why non-partisan ballots increased so much between elections. While 
nearly 80% of voters submitted ballots for the 2016 PPP on election day, only about 35% of voters 
submitted ballots on election day in 2020. 
 

  2016 % of Votes Cast (PPP)  2020 % of Votes Cast  (Combined 
Primary) 

  Mail  Early  Election 
Day 

Total 
Votes 

Mail  Early  Election 
Day 

Total 
Votes 

Democrat  1.5%  19.5%  79.0%  766,620  50.2%  13.9%  35.9%  1,197,258 

Republican  1.8%  18.8%  79.4%  1,296,070  51.3%  15.5%  33.2%  1,021,909 

Non-Partisan  15.1%  81.0%  3.9%  410  43.2%  4.3%  52.5%  59,386 

Total  1.7%  19.1%  79.2%  2,063,100  50.5%  14.4%  35.1%  2,278,553 
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For the remainder of the report, we combine the absentee ballots submitted for the 

Presidential Preference Primary,  originally scheduled for March 24, with the ballots cast for the 1

combined general primary that actually occurred on June 9th, and use these consolidated numbers to 
report turnout and vote mode statistics for the combined primary. We focus on the comparisons 
between the 2016 PPP and the 2020 combined primary to understand how the coronavirus impacted 
the primary election. 
 

Only 1.7% of voters voted by mail in the 2016 Presidential Preference Primary. At the county 
level, only two counties had vote-by-mail (VBM) rates higher than 10% in 2016 (Rabun and Hancock 
counties). In the 2020 combined primary, county-level VBM rates increased significantly everywhere, 
and ranged from 30% to nearly 75%, with only a slight positive correlation between voting-by-mail 
rates in 2020 and previous county-level VBM behavior. 
 

   

1 The absentee-by-mail ballots submitted for the 2020 PPP numbers are as follows: Democrats -- 26,601 mail ballots; 
Republicans -- 18,713 mail ballots; and Non-Partisan -- 247 mail ballots.  
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Election Day Voting Rates by County, 2016 PPP and 2020 Combined Primary 

 
 

Vote-By-Mail Rates by County, 2016 PPP and 2020 Combined Primary 
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Election Day Voting Rates by County and Year 
2016 

 
2020 
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