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Foreword

Much has been written recently about the national problem of low
levels of civic and political participation. In California, one of the most
worrisome aspects of that problem is low voter turnout among the state’s
Asian, black, and Latino populations. After studying the data carefully,
Professors Citrin and Highton find that a relatively small set of
background factors—age, educational attainment, income, and
residential stability—account for most of the turnout differences
observed across California’s white, black, and Latino populations. They
also estimate that if blacks and Latinos had the same socioeconomic
profile as whites, their voting rates would be very similar. However,
these background factors do not seem to account for the low
participation among the state’s Asian Americans. Indeed, when these
factors are taken into account, Asian turnout lagged that of whites by
more than 20 percentage points between 1990 and 2000. If recent
trends continue through the year 2040, the authors estimate that whites,
who demographers predict will constitute only 30 percent of the state’s
population, will continue to make up a majority of voters.

How troubling are these trends? If low incomes and low levels of
educational attainment continue to affect the state’s black and Latino
families disproportionately, California is unlikely to narrow the
demographic gap between its electorate and its population. Without
higher naturalization rates, the necessary prelude to electoral
participation, more immigration will only accentuate the problem. The
authors suggest that a combination of programs—including English
language instruction, assistance in applying for citizenship, and
additional resources for implementing the naturalization processes—will
be needed to overcome the barriers to political participation. These
kinds of expenditures rarely seem urgent in the short run, but they may
be necessary to bridge the gap between those who participate politically
and those who do not. Without them, the already substantial public
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mistrust of government is likely to grow, and the state’s capacity to
govern in the public interest will diminish. By calling our attention to
this prospect and suggesting corrective measures, the authors perform an
important service.

David W. Lyon
President and CEO
Public Policy Institute of California



Summary

Immigration has changed the ethnic composition of California,
greatly increasing the state’s Latino and Asian populations. This trend
will continue into the foreseeable future. The shape of the electorate,
however, has changed more slowly. As a result of differences in
citizenship and turnout rates across the state’s major ethnic groups,
whites’ share of the electorate has remained substantial despite
demographic change. This study investigates such differences and the
political incorporation of immigrants by examining the most
fundamental civic activity in a democracy—voting. Political
participation helps immigrants become accepted as members of the
political community and provides representation for the racial and ethnic
groups to which they belong. In California, where direct democracy
through the use of initiatives and referenda has become an important
feature of the policy process, the question of who votes carries particular
significance. The participation of immigrants helps ensure responsive
public policy and fosters loyalty to democratic institutions. Policies that
boost immigrants’ participation are therefore valuable.

The study focuses on the turnout gaps across California’s largest
racial and ethnic groups. In particular, it measures how much of this gap
can be attributed to differences in citizenship rates and how much to
differences in the mobilization of eligible voters. Its research approach
also permits comparisons of native-born and foreign-born members
within each ethnic group as well as comparisons of Latino and Asian
subgroups’ national origin. This novel approach is crucial for
determining whether the factors that affect turnout are the same for all
groups. If they are, turnout differences can be accounted for by
differences in the distribution of these factors. If they are not, policies
designed to boost participation must be tailored to the circumstances of
specific groups.



This report’s findings are based largely on data collected by the U.S.
Census Bureau as part of its Current Population Survey (CPS). The
large size of the CPS sample makes it ideal for comparing the
participation of particular groups in California with those in other states
with high levels of immigration as well as with those in the rest of the
United States. It also enables an investigation into distinctions among
subgroups of Latinos (e.g., Mexicans and Central Americans) and Asians
(e.g., Chinese, Koreans, Vietnamese, and Filipinos). The core of the
study looks at how differences in citizenship and turnout contribute to
group differences in voting. Specifically, we seek to determine how social
background, country of origin, and immigrant generation influence these
differences. We also use a statistical technique to estimate the turnout
differences that would remain if whites, blacks, Latinos, and Asians were,
hypothetically, identical in age, education, income, and residential
stability.

A striking finding is the persistent difference between Latinos and
Asians in our analysis. The relatively low participation rates among
Latinos are almost entirely a function of reduced citizenship and lower
socioeconomic status. However, low participation among Asians is not
explained by socioeconomic status, indicating a need for a more cultural
or institutional analysis of voting among Asians and implying that a
different set of policies would be required to foster more participation.
Equally important are the significant differences within the Asian
population. For example, Filipinos and Vietnamese naturalize and
participate at greater rates than other Asian subgroups. For all groups,
facilitating naturalization is the most important recommendation for
policymakers interested in boosting the political incorporation of
immigrants.

Ethnic Turnout Gaps

After reviewing the major factors shaping California’s population
and electorate, the report focuses on the state’s four key ethnic groups—
Latinos, Asians, blacks, and whites—and considers differences in
citizenship, registration, and turnout. We then address whether group
differences in turnout are explained by differences in key background
factors, such as educational attainment, and whether the standard
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turnout model applies to Latinos, Asians, blacks, and whites alike. We
draw upon CPS data from the six November elections between 1990 and
2000.

There are significant differences between the composition of
California’s overall population and its voting population. Whites will
lose their majority status among California adults relatively soon, but
they made up fully 70 percent of the voting population in 2000. Because
public policy is more responsive to the voting population than to the
general population, this disjunction has important political implications.
A high citizenship rate among whites, compared to Latinos and Asians,
accounts for a significant portion of the overrepresentation of whites
among the voting population and the underrepresentation of Latinos and
Asians. The overall electoral gap is reduced considerably after taking into
account the citizenship gap. Even among citizens, however, turnout
differences are considerable. Between 1990 and 2000, white turnout was
about 10 percentage points higher than that of blacks and 18 percentage
points higher than that of Latinos and Asians. For blacks and Latinos,
these gaps are largely accounted for by differences in background factors
(age, education, income, and residential stability).

After taking these factors into account, we find only minimal
differences in turnout between whites, blacks, and Latinos. Thus, the
standard model of political participation, which stresses the importance
of background factors, does a good job of accounting for the electoral
deficit of both Latinos and blacks. The lower electoral participation of
Latinos is due almost completely to three factors: their lower citizenship
rate, their relative youth, and their lower socioeconomic status. These
findings belie arguments that Latino residents are intrinsically less
interested in elections or are more disengaged from the political process.
However, this model does not appear to apply to Asian American
citizens, who vote much less frequently than would be predicted on the
basis of their socioeconomic status. When background factors are taken
into account, their turnout lags that of whites by more than 20
percentage points over the 1990-2000 period.

These turnout differences are not unique to California. A similar
pattern emerges in other states with high proportions of foreign-born
residents, especially New York, Florida, and Texas. In all regions,
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adjustment for socioeconomic differences sharply reduces the electoral
surplus of whites vis-a-vis Latinos, but the anomaly of low Asian turnout
persists.

Diversity Among Latinos and Asians

The report also examines patterns of electoral participation for
Latino and Asian subgroups. One key factor in this regard is country of
origin. Among California Latinos, we distinguish those of Mexican
descent from other Latinos who are primarily from Central and South
America. The Asian countries of origin that receive primary attention are
China, Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam, Korea, and India. Some of the
main findings are as follows.

* Among all those of Mexican descent in California, a little more
than half (55 percent) are citizens.

* A strong relationship exists between citizenship and how long
the foreign-born have resided in the United States. This
relationship suggests that the political incorporation of Mexican
immigrants will grow steadily as their time in the United States
increases.

e Some of the turnout differences associated with Latino ethnicity
and nativity, that is, whether one was born in the United States
or abroad, result from differences in background demographic
characteristics. Once these factors are taken into account,
turnout for Mexican Americans is only modestly lower than that
of Latinos from other countries. In addition, there is lictle
remaining difference in turnout between native-born Latinos
and the foreign-born who have lived in the United States for
longer periods of time. Thus, barriers to participation for
foreign-born Latinos appear surmountable.

* DPolitical context—the dominant climate of partisan and
ideological opinion—measured at the regional level (Los
Angeles, the rest of Southern California, the San Francisco Bay
Area, the Central Valley, and the rest of the state) appears to
have little independent relationship to Latino turnout. Any
turnout differences across regions are largely accounted for by
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differences in the socioeconomic and demographic compositions
of the Latino populations in each region.

Like Latinos, Asians living in California have a relatively low
citizenship rate (59 percent). Among foreign-born Asians, who
make up about 80 percent of the Asian population, the figure is
barely 50 percent.

There are substantial differences in Asian citizenship and turnout
rates associated with nationality. Among Asian immigrants in
California, those born in the Philippines and Vietnam have the
highest rates of citizenship (about 63 percent) and the highest
voting rates. These gaps persist even after controlling for
differences in socioeconomic status. The high citizenship and
voting rates of foreign-born Filipinos produce the largest
electoral gap—in this case a positive one—of any Asian subgroup
in the state. Those born in the Philippines constitute 27 percent
of the Asian immigrant population but 37 percent of the Asian
immigrant voting population.

Continuity and Change in Immigrant Incorporation
The report examines the possibility that recent immigrants from

Latin America and Asia are less likely than their European predecessors to

become

integrated into the American political system through electoral

involvement. We also address generational differences in participation

within each ethnic group to observe whether the “straight-line” pattern

of assimilation, in which each successive generation is more engaged in

politics, applies to voting in national elections. The key findings are as

follows.

Duration of residence in the United States of white immigrants
in California is related to voting. The same is true of Latinos
and Asians. Those who have lived in the United States longer
have higher turnout. Some of the difference results from
socioeconomic differences, but there remains a 12 percentage
point difference between white immigrants who arrived in the
United States before 1980 and those who arrived after. This



pattern suggests that for whites, just as for Latinos and Asians,
political incorporation takes place over time.

* Among Latinos, length of residence in the United States appears
to compensate completely for nativity. Turnout among Latino
immigrants who have been in the country for longer periods of
time cannot be distinguished from that of native-born (either
second- or third-generation) Latinos. In contrast, duration in
the United States of Asian and white immigrants only partially
compensates for nativity. For both these groups, turnout among
the native-born remains higher, even after taking into account
background demographic factors.

* Among immigrants, electoral participation of those from Mexico
matches that of whites, once background factors are accounted
for. Being born in Mexico per se does not appear to influence
turnout. The same is true for immigrants born in the
Philippines and Vietnam. The findings indicate that turnout for
these groups is similar to that of white immigrants after
controlling for background variables. In contrast, voting rates of
immigrants born in China and Korea are substantially lower
than white immigrant turnout. Moreover, these rates remain
lower after the introduction of socioeconomic controls.

Projections and Policies

Finally, the report addresses the interdependence of three variables:
the projected ethnic composition of the California adult population, the
citizenship gaps across ethnic groups, and the turnout gaps across ethnic
groups. By 2040, whites are projected to be little more than one-third of
the adult population in California. However, if the citizenship and
turnout rates of Asians and Latinos remain at their 2000 levels, whites
will still make up a majority (53 percent) of the voting population.
Indeed, the electoral “surpluses” and “deficits” of all four major ethnic
groups will remain relatively unchanged in the foreseeable future if
citizenship rates and turnout rates remain at their 2000 levels. In 2040,
for example, the surplus for whites would be 18 percentage points, and
the deficit for Latinos would be 16 percentage points. If the citizenship



rate were to increase by 50 percent for each group, and turnout
differences between whites and minority ethnic groups were to decrease
by half, Latinos in 2040 would constitute 39 percent and Asians 18
percent of the electorate, as compared to current projections of 26
percent for Latinos and 12 percent for Asians.

Policies that seek to increase political incorporation must
accommodate important group differences pertaining to citizenship and
turnout. Many immigrants who have lived in the United States for more
than ten years still have not become citizens. This tendency is
particularly strong among immigrants from Mexico, the largest single
group of newcomers. One reason that immigrants from Mexico may be
reluctant to naturalize is the proximity to their “home” country. To the
extent that this factor plays a role, liberalizing citizenship laws and
facilitating the naturalization process will be relatively ineffective.
However, poverty and low educational attainment account for some part
of these low naturalization rates. Consequently, many immigrants would
likely benefit from such policies as:

e English language instruction,

e Instruction for the civics test required for citizenship,

e Assistance with initiating and completing the application for
citizenship, and

* Lobbying the federal government to greatly increase staff and
other technical resources devoted to speeding up the process of
naturalization.

The dynamics of turnout differ substantially between Latinos and
Asians. Latino turnout appears to be hindered mainly by a lack of
resources (i.e., age, education, and income), which shows no sign of
abating. For Asian citizens, the challenge is different and may be rooted
in cultural norms and beliefs about the value of voting.

Because there appears to be no common solution to the problem of
low minority turnout among Latinos and Asians, policymakers should
think in terms of multiple solutions. One such solution is election-day
registration, which would likely benefit those with fewer personal
resources. Thus, we would expect the turnout of blacks and Latinos to
be enhanced more than that of whites and Asians. Another is civic
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education through schools and community organizations, which can
expand people’s understanding of and interest in America’s complex
electoral system.

Yet another strategy is to mobilize voters during particular elections.
Typically, political parties and candidates mobilize voters, but unions,
churches, and other voluntary organizations are also available to connect
voters to the electoral process. Targeted media events and community
meetings directed at immigrant groups would be another approach that
the state government should encourage. Attacking the puzzle of low
Asian participation should also enlist ethnically based community
organizations to mobilize voters. Nevertheless, low Asian turnout may
prove a less-tractable problem that ultimately involves cultural change
through a different pattern of political socialization and an altered
balance of native- and foreign-born residents.
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1. Political Participation in a
Changing California

Voting is at the heart of democratic self-governance. Political
participation is empowering, giving citizens access to representation and
influence. Political participation also is a unifying experience, creating a
context for diverse groups to interact and to acquire a common civic
culture. Who participates, when, and why thus have obvious policy
relevance. A single vote usually does not alter an election outcome, but
when large numbers of people are not incorporated into the political
system, the substance and legitimacy of what government does will be
affected.

Demography affects political destiny because the size and makeup of
a polity’s population shape its government’s agenda and the resources
available to address problems. Larger families mean a need for more
schools. An aging population increases the pressure for spending on
health care. The increased ethnic diversity created by immigration affects
language policy and intergroup relations. But the ultimate effect of
demographic change on public policy is mediated by patterns of political
involvement.

Opver the past 30 years, immigration and differences in the fertility
rates of foreign- and native-born residents have transformed the ethnic
profile of the United States, and nowhere has this change been more
marked than in California. The Immigration and Nationality Act of
1965 opened the door to immigrants from Latin America and Asia by
abolishing the national origins system. Giving family reunification
priority in issuing visa preferences then accelerated the influx of people
from these regions. Put simply, the main current demographic trend in
the United States is the growing number of residents of Latino and Asian
origin, and the majority of adults with these backgrounds are foreign-
born. A system of “chain migration” is in place, with immigrants



obtaining visas first for their spouses, parents, and children, and then for
siblings who repeat the process. Continued immigration thus will
continue to fuel the increase in Latino and Asian residents. But even if
immigration were to slow dramatically or even come to a halt, the
relative youth and fertility of recent immigrants would have similar,
though less pronounced, effects on California’s demographic profile.

Because participation in elections provides strength through
numbers, the mobilization of immigrants and minorities allows them to
communicate their needs and pursue collective goals. How the changing
composition of the population in California is altering the shape of the
electorate—and what policies are appropriate for modifying patterns of
political engagement—is the subject of the research reported here.
Several previous studies of California, Texas, and the United States have
documented ethnic group differences in voter registration and
participation (Uhlaner, 2000; DeSipio, 1996; Cho, 1999; Ramakrishnan
and Espenshade, 2001; Hajnal and Baldassare, 2001). The dominant
findings are consistent: First, whites vote more often than blacks,
Latinos, or Asians; and second, native-born residents are more likely than
foreign-born citizens to vote, contributing to the voting rates in the
Latino and Asian segments of the population.

The political importance of this disjunction between the
composition of society and the electorate is revealed by recent Public
Policy Institute of California studies, which show significant ethnic
group differences in party identification, political trust, and beliefs about
the role of government (Hajnal and Baldassare, 2001). Ethnic
divergence of opinion is particularly visible when it comes to issues such
as immigration, language, and affirmative action, where the differential
effect on specific groups is manifest (Hajnal and Louch, 2001). This
study builds on past research on political participation in several
significant and novel ways. By using the Current Population Surveys of
the U.S. Census Bureau conducted biennially between 1990 and 2000, it
benefits from large samples of respondents from every ethnic group and
state. As a consequence, the following issues can be addressed in a
systematic way:



Are the antecedent causes of voter participation consistent across
ethnic groups and across immigrants from different countries? If
so, turnout differences can be accounted for by differences in the
distribution of these factors. But if the forces underlying the
decision to vote vary systematically across ethnic groups, any
policies designed to boost participation would need to be more
complex, tailored to the circumstances of specific groups. For
example, although foreign-born citizens may be less likely to
vote than the native-born, there may be additional differences
between Asian and Latino immigrants.

The broad categories “Latino” and “Asian” subsume a variety of
groups with distinct national origins. Just as it may be
misleading to apply evidence about white political participation
to minority groups, it is possible that subgroups of Latinos (e.g.,
Mexicans and Central Americans) and Asians (e.g., Chinese,
Koreans, Vietnamese, and Filipinos) behave differently. This
study examines intragroup differences in voting among Latinos
and Asians, focusing on the influences of national origin and
immigrant generation.

The bulk of immigrants to the United States reside in just a few
states, but the composition of the foreign-born population in
these states varies. Only California and New York have
significant Asian communities, and the national origins of the
large Latino populations in California and New York, Texas,
and Florida differ. Our analysis compares ethnic patterns of
participation in California, the other high immigration states,
and the rest of the country to consider whether the gap between
populations and electorates depends on the makeup of a specific
state and, if so, why.

By looking at trends in participation between 1990 and 2000,
this study explores the effects of specific political events such as
initiative campaigns and partisan efforts to get out the vote on
ethnic differences in participation. Specifically, did the
campaigns for Propositions 187, 209, and 227, three citizen



initiatives dealing with illegal immigration, affirmative action,
and bilingual education, boost participation by the minority
groups mainly affected?

Two Steps to Turnout: Citizenship and Mobilization

Because citizenship is a prerequisite for voting, the rules governing
naturalization and the administrative resources devoted to processing
applications for citizenship help determine the voting rates among recent
immigrants. Naturalization can only begin after five years’ residence in
the United States, but it usually takes longer. Differences in the need,
motivation, and ability to naturalize help explain variations in voting
across ethnic groups and across particular groups of immigrants.
Understanding why Vietnamese immigrants, for example, are more likely
to become American citizens than their counterparts from China, Hong
Kong, or Taiwan is necessary to explain differences in the political
participation of these distinct groups of Asians in California. Groups for
whom the perceived benefits of American citizenship are relatively low
are less likely to naturalize and therefore should have lower rates of
turnout, other things being equal. Unless policies boost their citizenship
rates, many will continue to remain outside the electoral arena.

In the 19th and early 20th centuries, political parties, particularly in
urban areas, needed the votes of immigrants and worked to get them
(Schier, 2002). At the same time, patronage provided new voters with
material incentives to participate; loyalty to the party machine could lead
to a job as well as a Thanksgiving turkey. In the current era, civil service
requirements, the expansion of government services for the needy and
unemployed, and the increased availability of these services to noncitizen
immigrants have diminished the benefits of both citizenship and voting.
However, Proposition 187, the initiative denying illegal immigrants in
California access to most state services, and changes in national law in
1996 that reduced certain benefits for legal immigrants caused a surge in
naturalization and voter registration among California’s Latinos,
suggesting that one path to increased political incorporation is to increase
the incentive to naturalize. Policymakers thus must decide whether to
adopt this strategy for enhancing civic engagement.



No matter how easy it is to become naturalized and register to vote,
the fact that voters must be citizens means that the ethnic composition of
California’s population and electorate will diverge. Recent immigrants,
notably Latinos and Asians, are statistically underrepresented in the
voting population. The political effect of this gap is felt most strongly in
voting for statewide offices and ballot initiatives, where there is just one
constituency and every vote counts equally. In legislative elections, by
contrast, immigrants have political influence regardless of their
citizenship because of the constitutional requirement to create legislative
districts based on the size of the overall population. Combined with the
residential concentration of immigrant groups, this principle has
produced an increasing number of Latino representatives in the
California legislature, despite the relatively small number of eligible
voters in their districts.!

Whites are more likely to vote than Latinos or Asians in California
simply because they are more likely to be citizens. But even among
citizens, whites have a higher rate of turnout than their black, Latino, or
Asian counterparts (Uhlaner, 2000; Ramakrishnan and Espenshade,
2001). To identify the reasons for these group differences and project
potential future trends in turnout, we draw on the standard model of
participation developed in previous literature (Wolfinger and
Rosenstone, 1980; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Verba, Schlozman,
and Brady, 1995). The model regards voting as the outcome of the
interplay among the following sets of general factors:

1. Personal resources refer to background characteristics that supply
knowledge about and experience with politics and therefore
make people more interested in and capable of participating in
elections. Education, age, income, and residential stability are
the principal explanatory variables identified by prior research as
indicators of these skills.

1Even in this instance, though, higher turnout would mean that fewer Latinos, for
example, would have to be “packed” into a legislative district to elect a Latino
representative, thereby leaving more to be included in other districts to influence electoral
outcomes in those districts, too.



2. Motives refer to the perceived benefits of voting and typically are
assessed by attitudinal factors such as partisanship, feelings of
civic duty and political efficacy, and campaign interest, and by
personal circumstances that link one’s own well-being to
government policies and programs.

3. Social integration into organizational networks such as unions,
churches, and neighborhood associations provide skills and
knowledge that boost participation. This kind of civic
engagement also is associated with a sense of civic duty, another
important correlate of voting.

4.  Opportunities refer to the institutional factors affecting the ease
of registering and getting to the polls. Turnout is higher,
particularly among groups with lower personal resources, when
it is relatively easy to register.

5. Political mobilization refers to the efforts of political parties,
candidates, and interest groups to contact voters and urge them
to participate.

6. Residential context refers to features of a precinct, neighborhood,
or country that potentially boost participation, particularly
among minority groups. The central idea is that minorities are
more likely to participate when they live in areas heavily
populated by other minorities; in other words, the presence of
co-ethnics helps motivate individuals to vote (Gay, 2001).

One important question is whether the explanatory power of these
factors is the same across ethnic groups. A second question is whether
they have the same influences among both foreign-born and native-born
members of particular groups. If the causes of voting are largely similar,
then changes in the distribution of resources, motives, and opportunities
resulting from either demographic trends or public policy will alter the
aggregate levels of voting among the diverse groups making up
California, thereby altering how much the ethnic composition of
California’s population and its electorate diverges.