


For years, pundits considered 
North Carolina likely to go blue….



But November 2020 and January 
2021 brought surprises… 

GEORGIA flipped 
instead
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Table 1.  Social and Economic Characteristics of Georgia and North Carolina (July 2019 U.S. Census)

GEORGIA NORTH CAROLINA

Total populations 10,617,423 10,488,084

Growth since 2010 9.6% 10.0%

Percent Whites (not Hispanic, Asian) 52% 62.6%

Percent Blacks/African Americans 32.6% 22.2%

Percent Hispanic 9.9% 9.8%

Percent Asian 4.4% 3.2%

Percent BA degree or higher, age 25+ 31.3% 31.3%

Percent over 65 years 14.3% 16.7%

Percent foreign born 10.1% 8.0%

Percent in poverty 13.3% 13.6%

Percent under 65 without health insurance 15.5% 13.4%



NORTH CAROLINA GEORGIA

Metro Areas, Secondary Cities, and Nonurban Counties in North Carolina and Georgia



Some say….

North Carolina fell 
short because it does 
not have “a Stacey 
Abrams” 

referring to Georgia’s 
charismatic Democratic 
former House leader and 
governor contender



But North Carolina has had its 
own charismatic racial justice 
leader…..   Reverend William 
Barber II, head of the NAACP’s 
Moral Movement that staged 
huge demonstrations and months 
of civil disobedience to oppose 
Republicans in 2013 and 2014.



OUR RESEARCH

Both the Barber-founded movement in North Carolina and the Abrams-coordinated 
efforts in Georgia aim to shift power relations, boost participation by the poor and 
minorities, especially Blacks, and redirect government toward helping lower and 
middle-income citizens and furthering racial equality.

Both sets of reformers focus on changing politics and policy at the state level as well as 
national level; and both have been active for years leading into 2020-21.

 From 2014 on, both movements have made efforts to help elect Democrats to counter 
increasingly radical Republicans controlling their state governments.

Our research examines Barber and Abrams-led organizational networks and Black 
electoral engagement and Democratic gains BEYOND the biggest metropolitan areas – in 
medium-sized cities and non-urban counties where many southern Blacks live.  Which 
movement has had more electoral impact – and why?



PRESENTATION TO COME

Overview of Rev Barber’s Forward Together Moral Movement, from 2006 on.

Overview of stages of Abrams leadership from 2006 on, and the development 
of the New Georgia Project and allied efforts since 2014.

How and where did each movement organize – and what electoral impact 
have they had?

 Lessons from this comparison for Democrats and equality reformers.

OUR BOTTOM LINE: Social justice campaigns aiming to boost participation and 
government responsiveness to poor minority citizens do better if they frankly 
tie sustained grassroots outreach to partisan candidates and causes.  Democrats 
in turn need to foster cooperation with such aligned civic organizers.



In a contested October 2005 election, the North Carolina NAACP replaced former president 
Melvin “Skip” Alston, a buttoned-up businessman and Guilford County commissioner, with 
Reverend William Barber II from Goldsboro, who promised to organize public “truth to 
power” campaigns to press for changes on behalf of minorities and the poor.
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Figure 3. NAACP Branches in Georgia & North Carolina

GEORGIA NORTH CAROLINA

Sources: Most estimates come from the Mapping American Social Movements Project, University of Washington; additional North 
Carolina estimates come from Raymond Gavins, "The NAACP in North Carolina during the Age of Segregation," pp.105-25 in New 
Directions in Civil Rights Studies, ed. Armstead L. Robinson and Patricia Sullivan (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1991); and 
Raymond Gavins, "National Association for the Advancement of Colored People," Encyclopedia of North Carolina (Chapel Hill: 

Barber and his team took the helm of a large, historically leading NAACP state conference.

?
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Figure 5. North Carolina NAACP's Partner Organizations 
& Annual Marchers in Raleigh, 2007 to 2020

Persistent partner organizations in NAACP coalition (left axis)

Marchers in Historic Thousands on Jones Street/Moral Marches (estimated, right axis)

Protests
against GOP 
legislation

After Trump 
election

From 2007 to 2010, the 
Barber movement 
pressured North 
Carolina Democrats to 
adopt its progressive 
agenda – with only a 
little success. 

In 2010 and 2012, 
hard-right Republicans 
took control of state 
government and the 
NAACP coalition 
became the hub for 
protests against 
extreme legislation. 



From late April to July 2013, 
Moral Mondays protests 
included civil disobedience 
sit-ins at the legislature –
and almost 1000 participants 
were deliberately arrested. 



After direct action protests failed 
to counter the GOP, the Barber-
led coalition launched 
MORAL FREEDOM SUMMER in 
2014 -- with 34 field organizers 
deployed to do voter registration 
and support various activities by 
local NAACP branches. 



Turning to Georgia, around the same time Reverend Barber 
started building the Forward Together movement, an Atlanta 
attorney, STACEY ABRAMS, decided to run for the state 
legislature – as a step toward a potential run for governor – in 
the belief that state government has ”tremendous potential” to 
help people, including minorities and the poor.

Abrams won her Atlanta-area House seat in 2006 and was 
reelected in 2008 and 2010.  



After November 2010, 
Abrams won the post of 
House Minority Leader
– at a moment when Georgia 
Democrats had experienced 
major losses and nine newly 
re-elected white Democratic 
legislators switched to the 
GOP.



The Macon Telegraph
Jan 7, 2011.

Right after she 
became House 
Minority Leader, 
Stacey Abrams hit 
the road.

An early trip took 
Abrams and Caucus 
Chairman Brian 
Thomas to mid-state 
and southern stops in 
ALBANY, 
COLUMBUS, 
VALDOSTA, 
and MACON.

“Abrams said Democrats plan to 
connect … throughout the 
state with lonely Democrats 
and ‘people who don’t know 
they’re Democrats yet.’”

Also aimed to recruit 
“2012 Democratic 
candidates for 
areas that are now 
represented only 
by Republicans….”
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Days House Minority Leader Stacey Abrams 
attended conventions, town halls, and events, 

most in Georgia cities and counties

Many visits focused on Affordable Care Act 
implementation and Medicaid expansion for state

As new Minority Leader, 
visits to many parts of state

Sources: Salzer 2018; Szilagyi 2018.



As the top Georgia Democratic leader, Abrams raised money to 
improve her caucus’s message capacities, created an intern 
program, and articulated a broad message focused on 
expanding access to health care and education and shifting tax 
burdens toward the rich rather than the poor and middle class.

In 2013, to counter GOP efforts to obstruct the implementation 
of President Obama’s Affordable Care Act, she launched the 
“New Georgia Project – Affordable Care Act” to send field 
outreach people into dozens of counties, including rural areas, 
to explain to people how to sign up on the insurance exchange.  
They learned that many Blacks and less economically privileged 
people did not understand that state-level Republicans were 
the ones obstructing their chances to gain health coverage.  
Partisan stands had to be spelled out for people.



In late 2014, Abrams turned 
the New Georgia Project into 
a major voter outreach 
organization sponsoring 
sustained on-the-ground voter 
registration and education



Time Period

Amounts Abrams 

raised as candidate

Amounts raised for 

nonprofits Abrams 

founded  Total Sums

Career in Georgia House, 2005-10 $285,010.22 X $285,010.22

Minority Leader initial period, 2011-12 $249,679.00 X $249,679.00

Organizational development, 2013-16 $643,398.39 $12,547,048 $13,190,446.39

Gubernatorial bid, 2017-18 $27,664,188.57 $5,574,034 $33,238,222.57

Funding for Abrams Candidate Campaigns & Nonprofit Voter Projects

Sources: Georgia Government Transparency and Campaign Finance Commission, authors’ searches of candidate campaign reports filed 
under Stacey Yvonne Abrams, not including any donations she solicited to the state party or caucus. Total amounts for Abrams’s founded 
nonprofits determined from authors’ searches of IRS 990s for Third Sector Development, the Voter Access Institute, New Georgia Project, 
and New Georgia Project Action Fund.



ELECTORAL PAYOFFS?

Our research looks for connections 
between counties where movements 
organize and increases in Black turnout 
and/or electoral gains for Democrats.
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Figure 8. Georgia and North Carolina Black Turnout as Percent of 
Voting Age Citizens for Statewide Top of Ticket Races 2008 to 2020

GEORGIA

NORTH CAROLINA

New Georgia Project 
opens field offices

Abrams for 
Governor

Moral Freedom 
Summer
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Figure 6. Organizational Partners in the North Carolina 
NAACP's Advocacy and Annual March Coalition

Persistent Partners from given year to 2020
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Note: All coalition lists from 
winter of given year, 
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Most advocacy and 
constituency 
organizations that 
joined the Forward 
Together coalition 
led by Reverend 
Barber’s NAACP 
were 
headquartered in 
the metro Research 
Triangle counties



86% white

57% female

almost three-fifths were  55 years or older

many were active or retired ministers, professors, teachers, public sector 
workers, nonprofit employees, or business owners

 c. two-thirds from metro counties (three-fifths from the Research 
Triangle counties alone); 9% from medium-city counties; just 20% from 
non-urban counties.

Civil disobedience protesters arrested during the 2013 Moral 
Mondays were often affiliated with coalition organizations and fit 
the profile of metropolitan progressives:



North Carolina Counties with Moral Freedom Summer Organizers, 2014 –
a range of rural counties had organizers, but they were disproportionately 
deployed in metro and medium city areas



NO EVIDENCE OF ANY DISCERNIBLE ELECTORAL IMPACT IN 2014 
OR BEYOND FROM MORAL FREEDOM SUMMER ORGANIZING OR 
OTHER MOVEMENT EFFORTS

 Journalistic accounts found that rural organizers registered very 
few new voters – and only about 4000 new registrations 
happened (despite goal of 50,000)

 In November 2014, Democratic Senator Kay Hagan lost badly to 
GOP challenger Thom Tillis – and turnout was sharply down 
among Blacks and young people.

Our statistical models found no positive impacts of various 
Barber movement measures on turnout or Democratic margins 
– in 2014, 2016, or 2020.



Turning to GEORGIA…

From 2015 on, the New Georgia Project operated 
beyond as well as within the Atlanta region, out of 
regional offices in Albany, Augusta, Columbus, Macon, 
and Savannah, to support on the ground work in those 
medium cities and surrounding counties.   By the time 
of the 2021 runoffs, substantial connections were 
already in place through the NGP and many allied 
nonprofit organizing groups.
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From “In Georgia, get-out-
the-vote operations that 
helped Biden win haven’t 
stopped,” by Vanessa 
Williams and Reis Thebault, 
Washington Post, November 
19, 2020.

BLACK VOTERS 
MATTER field 
worker canvassing 
for January 2021 
runoffs in the 
small town of 
Blakely, in Early 
County, southwest 
Georgia.



Ryan Matsumoto, 
Jan 6  NYTimes?

Shift in Black 
votes from 
Nov 2020 to 
January 5 
runoffs



We have data on Democratic Party and New Georgia Project offices beyond 
Atlanta during the 2021 Georgia Senate Runoffs --= and we consider rural 
counties around the NGP hubs as within reach of its field organizers. 



Our statistical analysis backs up 
media accounts that on-the-
ground organizing in the runoff 
period significantly boosted Black 
voter turnout and improved 
Warnock and Ossoff’s margins. 

NGP and probably other 
nonprofits’ efforts had a greater 
impact on Black turnout than 
party offices – and there may 
have been a de facto division of 
labor. 



THE BOTTOM LINE FOR TWO SOCIAL JUSTICE CAMPAIGNS
The Barber movement built from outside the party system, linked NAACP branches to 

a coalition of professional advocacy organizations, and favored non-partisan moral 
messages about a wide range of issues.  It has not engaged in sustained electoral or 
local organizing – or boosted Black or non-metro turnout.

Abrams orchestrated networked projects started from within government and the 
Democratic Party – and eventually knit de facto alliances of partisan and civic 
organizations doing well-funded, sustained, explicitly partisan outreach to educate 
and turn out voters, especially Blacks. Gains in turnout and Democratic margins have 
been gradual but steady.

Arguably, the Abrams approach has made more headway in shifting the balance of 
political power.   Media-oriented protests. Issue advocacy, and moral non-partisan 
messages have not achieved similar results in North Carolina – and may have left 
reformers and Democrats increasingly/overly dependent on metro college-educated 
progressives with little on-the-ground capacity.  Black turnout has declined.
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