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For a group to exert influence in American politics, it must show that the 
individuals who contribute to those numbers actually participate in the 
political system. The central question at the foreground of this book, then, 
is perhaps one that is central to the study of any group-based population 
in a representative democracy: Who among this group participates in the 
political process, and why? 

For the population of Asians in America, these bedrock questions have 
a particular force that emerges from the mismatch between the high aver-
age economic and education achievement of the Asian American commu-
nity and its correspondingly modest levels of political activity. As figure 
1.2 indicates, higher group levels of educational attainment do not dem-
onstrate a strong correspondence with higher levels of formal aspects of 
political participation, such as registration and voting. Among adult citi-
zens, Asian Americans and Latinos have similar rates of voting participa-
tion, but vastly different levels of educational achievement. The lack of 
correspondence between group-level educational attainment and voting 
rates is evident not only in comparisons between Asian Americans and 
members of other racial and ethnic groups, but also in comparisons across 
national origin groups for Asian Americans. For instance, among adult 
citizens, Asian Indians are nearly three times as likely as their Vietnamese 
counterparts to have a college degree (74 percent versus 26 percent) but 
only marginally more likely to have voted in 2008 (66 percent versus 62 
percent). Similarly, Chinese Americans are slightly more likely than Fili-
pino Americans to have completed a college degree, but less likely to have 
voted in 2008.

This lack of linear correspondence, at least as a first-order association, 
between education and voting can also be shown using other measures of 

Figure 1.1  Growth in Asian American Population, 2000 to 2008

Source: Authors’ figure based on data from U.S. Census Bureau (2000, 2008a).
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socioeconomic resources and of political participation. The finding rubs 
against one of the most robust results in political behavior research: 
namely, that high levels of socioeconomic resources go hand in hand with 
high rates of voting and other forms of political participation (Verba and 
Nie 1972; Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba, 
Schlozman, and Brady 1995). To put this in context, the conventional view 
today is that political participation is the result of at least three factors: 
having the means, being properly motivated, and being mobilized to act. 
As one set of scholars puts it, “individuals may choose not to participate 
because they can’t, because they don’t want to, or because nobody asked” 
(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, 15). The means of participation here 
range from individual-level resources, such as time, money, civic skills, 
and political knowledge, to institutional rules, such as voter eligibility re-
quirements, in-language ballots, redistricting, and vote-recording tech-
nologies. Although a resource like education is perhaps most intuitively 
linked to the resource-based roots of participation, it clearly also redounds 
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Negro-black, and American Indian, Asian Americans from various na-
tional origins found themselves politically disenfranchised until the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century.

Apart from having a common history of political disadvantage for 
much of the last century, two other important characteristics unify most 
Asian Americans: they are the most heavily immigrant group among the 
five major racial and ethnic groups in the United States at the beginning of 
the twenty-first century and are also among the most highly educated. 
Both characteristics stem from the liberalization of immigration laws 
starting in 1965, as the United States dramatically raised quotas on migra-
tion and emphasized professional skills and family reunification as im-
portant considerations for permanent resident applications. As figure 1.3 
indicates, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 had a profound 
effect on the national origin mix of immigrants to the United States. 
Whereas before World War II most migrants to the United States came 
from Europe, immigrants in the past four decades have predominantly 
come from Latin America and Asia. As a result, the foreign-born account 
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(2009b).
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immigrant socialization
Immigrant socialization is critical because Asian Americans are predomi-
nantly a population of immigrants and their offspring. Based on the 2004 
American Community Survey, nearly two in three Asians in America (65 
percent) are foreign-born, and roughly 90 percent are either immigrants or 
their offspring. Thus, unlike most native-born Americans who acquire 
partisan habits through their parents and civic skills in their K–12 educa-
tion and other institutional venues, Asian immigrants and their offspring 
are less likely to be fully socialized into American political life. It is little 
surprise, then, that previous studies have shown that factors related to 
immigrant socialization such as nativity, immigrant generation, length of 
stay in the United States, English-language skills, and citizenship status 
are significant predictors of Asian American political participation (Lien 
1994; Cho 1999; Wong 2000; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004; Ramakrishnan 
2005). Thus, one potential explanation for the patterns of political partici-
pation we observe among Asian Americans is that different ethnoracial 
groups may vary in the extent to which they are socialized into the politi-
cal arena.
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table 1.1  Frequency of Participatory Acts

Asian 
Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

Registered to vote 43 52 61 63 49 60 54
Voted in 2004 33 39 48 55 37 51 42
Voted in 2008 primaries 42 45 53 53 35 39 45
Vote intention in 2008* 76 67 69 82 84 80 74
Talk with family or friends 71 71 63 72 73 58 68
Worked for campaign 3 3 5 4 3 3 3
Contributed money 12 11 17 18 11 7 13
Contacted politician 11 9 13 10 5 5 9
Community work 27 19 23 17 18 21 21
Online participation 13 14 11 5 17 7 12
Protest activity 4 4 4 3 3 8 4
2006 immigration marches 0.3 0.7 0.8 0.4 1.5 1.6 0.8
Home country politics 5 5 4 1 1 2 4

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: All numbers are in percentages.
* Registered voters who reported being “absolutely” certain they would vote in the November elections.
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First, that Asian Americans are a highly dispersed population with con-
siderable socioeconomic resources suggests that making campaign con-
tributions may be a more effective way of gaining political access than 
relying primarily on votes. Furthermore, the controversy surrounding 
the political contributions to the 1996 Clinton-Gore campaign from three 
individuals with connections to the Chinese government, and the subse-
quent media frenzy and scrutiny over contributions from all Asian 
Americans, directed a large spotlight on an emerging trend in political 
participation among Asian Americans (Lee 2000). Subsequent studies of 
Asian American participation have also focused on contribution activity, 
to show that such scandals may have been responsible for a shift in cam-
paign contributions away from presidential candidates and toward 
Asian American candidates from across the country (Cho 2002). As we 
can see from table 1.2, however, the contribution rate of Asian Americans 
remain on par with the contribution activity of whites, despite the fact 
that Asian American citizens have, on average, higher levels of house-
hold income.

contacting Government officials
Contacting a government official constitutes a direct attempt to influence 
political representatives and policy outcomes. Constituents send letters to 
express deeply felt policy positions (Lee 2002) or to request assistance on 
personal matters related to government bureaucracies or agencies. Re-
search on Congress and public policy also suggest that elected officials 
pay far greater attention to correspondence from constituents, especially 
when it takes the form of individual letters or personal phone calls, than 
they do to mass mailing campaigns or even individual votes. This is espe-

table 1.2 rates of Political Participation
Asians Whites Blacks Latinos

Campaign work 3 4 6 4
Contribute 13 13 8 5
Contact 9 21 11 9
Community work 21 30 27 21

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Data on whites, African Americans, and Latinos for campaigning, contributions, con-
tact, and community work for these groups are from the 2008 National Election Study. The 
2008 ANES contains only thirty-five Asian American respondents, with no interviews in 
Asian languages. The ANES also does not include a measure of protest politics comparable 
to the NAAS item. Figures are in percentages.
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varying political trajectories of these groups. We devote systematic atten-
tion to each of these factors in the rest of this book, and begin with differ-
ent measurements of immigrant socialization in the United States.

Research suggests that variables related to immigrant socialization will 
exert great influence on the political participation of Asian Americans 
(Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Lien 1994, 2001; Cho 1999; Junn 1999; 
Ramakrishnan and Espenshade 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004; Ra-
makrishnan 2005; Wong, Lien, and Conway 2005). In particular, previous 
studies highlight six broad aspects of immigrant socialization that we 
consider paramount to understanding Asian American political participa-
tion (figure 2.1). These include the attention to the now-standard set of 
factors such as immigrant generation, immigrant length of residence in 
the United States, citizenship status, language-related factors, and trans-
national attachments (Lee, Ramakrishnan, and Ramírez 2006), as well as 
some new considerations on the opportunity cost of participation that 
may be particularly relevant for immigrants.

citizenshiP stAtus
Perhaps most obvious, citizenship is critical. With a few exceptions like 
local elections in Takoma Park, Maryland, since 1992 and school board 
elections in Chicago since 2007, noncitizens cannot vote in the United 
States (Hayduk 2006; Huang 2007). Even beyond voting, however, we 
may expect citizens to have higher rates of political participation than 
noncitizens. In contrast to native-born Asian Americans, gaining legal 

Citizenship status
Immigrant generation (first, second, third and higher)

Length of stay in the United States
Language-related factors (English proficiency, ethnic news consumption, bilingual

voting materials)
Transnational activities (contact, remittances, voting)

Opportunity costs of work (use of extra time)

National Origin

Figure 2.1  systematic Assessments of immigrant socialization in  
relationship to Political Participation

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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times as likely as noncitizens to contribute money to politics (16 percent 
versus 5 percent), and also three times as likely to contact a government 
official (12 percent versus 4 percent). Even for protest activity and com-
munity activism, citizens are more likely to participate than noncitizens, 
though the differences are smaller (5 percent versus 2 percent for protests, 
and 23 percent versus 18 percent for solving community problems). Thus 
the participation advantage among citizens extends well beyond voting, 
where it is formally required.

immiGrAnt GenerAtions
As we have seen, the generational mix of immigrants for any national- 
origin group has been shaped by two major factors: changes in U.S. im-
migration policy over time and the political and economic histories of 
countries of origin. For example, with rapid expansion of the Japanese 
economy after World War II, fewer push factors propelled Japanese Amer-
icans to emigrate to the United States. Japanese immigration did not come 
to a halt, but leveled off and remained steady, whereas immigration from 
other parts of Asia increased dramatically (Toji 2003). Thus Japanese 
Americans in the NAAS sample are the least likely to be in the first immi-
grant generation (40 percent), and most likely to be among those who 
have been in the United States for three or more generations. By contrast, 
the demand for professional labor in the United States after the 1960s 
(doctors, engineers, and nurses) coincided with a surplus of professional 
labor and heavy government regulation of industry in countries such as 

Figure 2.2  Political Participation by citizenship status
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Does this straight-line relationship between immigrant generation and 
political participation still hold for Asian Americans today, and does it ap-
ply across different types of political activities beyond voting? In figure 
2.3, we present differences in political participation by immigrant genera-
tion, and find that the straight-line story still applies when it comes to 
voting participation. Second-generation Asian Americans are only slightly 
more likely to vote than those in the first generation (48 percent versus 42 
percent), and significantly less likely than those in the third generation 
and higher (69 percent). A similar pattern holds for contacting govern-
ment officials and for contributing to politics, where 10 percent of first-
generation adults gave to political campaigns, compared with 20 percent 
of those in the second generation and 30 percent of those in the third gen-
eration and higher. Finally, there is no clear generational pattern for pro-
test activity and, in the case of working collectively to solve community 
problems, the second generation is on par with those in the third genera-
tion and higher.

Thus we see that generational patterns in voting are consistent across 
many political activities in that first-generation immigrants are less likely 
to participate than those in the third generation and higher. We find that 
significant gaps remain between second-generation Asian Americans and 
those in higher generations when it comes to voting and contributing to 

Figure 2.3  Political Participation by immigrant Generation
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enGlish-lAnGuAGe ProFiciencY
Whether an immigrant is proficient in English is likely to affect their inter-
action with and participation in the political system. Wendy Cho’s re-
search suggests that “lack of English proficiency increases the costs asso-
ciated with voting by exaggerating the associated bureaucratic hurdles. 
And again, socialization processes are certainly affected when one can 
only receive information in a language other than English” (1999, 1144). In 
an early study of Asian Americans in California, Carole Uhlaner and col-
leagues found that even after taking length of resident into account, Asian 
Americans who were not English-dominant voted at lower rates than 
those who spoke English regularly (1989, 208). Since then, several other 
studies have identified lack of English proficiency as a potential barrier to 
political participation among Asian Americans. A study in Texas found a 
positive association between English-language proficiency and a range of 
political activities beyond voting (Leighley and Vedlitz 1999). Wendy Cho 
(1999) and Jan Leighley and Arnold Vedlitz’s (1999) studies used English-
language proficiency as a primary measure of immigrant adaptation. 
Later studies, some of which included a wider array of immigrant adapta-
tion variables, found a weaker association (Lien 1997; Wong, Lien, and 
Conway 2005).

Figure 2.4  Political Participation by length of stay

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
Likely
voter

Contribute Contact Protest Solve
community
problems

Zero to four years
Five to fourteen years
Fifteen to twenty-four years
Twenty-five years or more
Native-born

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).



settling in: immigrant Adaptation      69 

rates are considerably higher than those found in surveys such as the Pew 
Internet & American Life Project (Smith 2009), though the data are not 
fully comparable because the Pew survey limits the number of responses 
to two sources. Thus, for instance, the 2008 Pew survey found that 77 per-
cent of Americans relied on television for political news, and 28 percent of 
adults relied on newspapers, 26 percent on the Internet, and 13 percent on 
radio. Still, if we look at the ratio of news sources cited in the Pew study 
and the National Asian American Survey, we find that Asian Americans 
are significantly more likely to rely on newspapers and radio than the 
general population is.15

Figure 2.5   Political Participation by english Proficiency, Among u.s. 
citizens
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).

table 2.9  media sources of Political information
Television Newspaper Internet Radio

Asian Indian 84 48 60 38
Chinese 85 74 57 53
Filipino 84 60 40 37
Japanese 83 71 45 34
Korean 84 67 60 46
Vietnamese 88 68 42 57

Total 85 65 52 45

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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most. Thus, for instance, more than 60 percent of Chinese, Korean, and 
Vietnamese Americans consume ethnic media for their political news, 
whereas only 16 percent of Indians, 25 percent of Filipinos, and 31 percent 
of Japanese Americans do so. Looking next at differences by citizenship 
status, we see that ethnic news consumption is indeed higher among non-
citizens than among citizens, but more than 40 percent of the Asian Amer-
ican electorate gets political information from some ethnic media source. 
What the final set of results in figure 2.6 suggest, however, is that this high 
level of ethnic news consumption among citizens is due to the behavior of 
naturalized citizens and not those born in the United States.

Finally, our analysis of the association between news consumption 
and political participation reveals some interesting patterns. The first set 
of rows in table 2.10 shows the relationships between news sources with-
out respect to distinctions by language, and the second set shows the 
relationships for Asian-language news sources in particular. The first re-
sults indicate that watching television news is positively associated with 
voting and making political contributions to political campaigns, but is 
insignificant for other types of political activities. By contrast, getting in-
formation from newspapers and radio is positively associated with all 
five forms of participation. Finally, those who get political information 

Figure 2.6  sources of Political information, by language
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Figure 2.7  ethnic media consumption, Proportion and number  
of sources
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first instance by noting that immigrants rarely come to a new host society 
as fully formed and well-adapted political selves. Long-term experience 
with the American political system may be critical to whether the triumvi-
rate of predisposing factors in the standard model of political participa-
tion—means, motivation, and mobilization networks—exert an effect. As 
Wendy Tam Cho argued in a relatively early study of Asian American 
political participation, traditional theories of political participation fail to 
account for the fact that as the country becomes more diverse, so must 
theories of political participation (1999). In other words, a one-size fits all 
model of political participation does not recognize that multiple channels 
of socialization toward participation exist. Cho pays particular attention 
to the mediating influences of foreign-born status and language barriers 
to participation. She finds that though differences in education and in-
come did not explain a gap in voting participation between whites and 
Asian Americans, rates were roughly equal across groups once she ac-
counted for foreign-born status and English-language proficiency. 

Other studies of Asian American political participation also make a per-
suasive case for extending the conventional account of political participa-
tion to better fit the unique immigration-related experiences of the popula-
tion at this point in time (Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Lien 1994, 2001; 
Junn 1999; Ramakrishnan and Espenshade 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 
2004; Ramakrishnan 2005; Stoll and Wong 2007). These studies follow the 
lead of earlier studies of immigrant adaptation in other disciplines. For in-
stance, economists have long studied outcomes such as occupational mo-
bility across national-origin groups and immigrant generations (Chiswick 
1977; Borjas 1987, 1999), sociologists have examined varying trajectories in 
educational outcomes and socioeconomic status across national-origin 
groups (Portes and Zhou 1993; Alba and Nee 2003), and demographers 
have examined differences in health outcomes and fertility behavior be-
tween immigrants (Guendelman et al. 1990; Kahn 1994).

table 2.1  Proportion Foreign-Born, 2008 American community 
survey

Asian
American 

Indian Black Hispanic

White 
Non-

Hispanic

Adults 80 9 10 53 5
All residents 67 7 8 38 4

Source: Authors’ compilation based on data from the 2008 American Community Survey 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2008a).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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nese Americans have gained some prominence in American politics as 
well. In his first year in office, President Obama nominated Chinese Amer-
ican Nobel prize winner Steven Chu to be his secretary of energy and for-
mer governor of Washington, Gary Locke, to be his secretary of commerce.

Chinese immigration to the United States can be traced to the late 
1840s. In that era, social, economic, and political turmoil in China pro-
vided the push factors toward immigration to the United States. The earli-
est traveled to Hawaii to work on sugar plantations, and their successors 
to the continental United States soon after the discovery of gold in Califor-
nia in 1849 (Takaki 1989). Following the Gold Rush, the building of the 
transcontinental railroad drew more than 10,000 Chinese workers to per-
form backbreaking labor, often high in the mountains, for much lower 
wages than their white counterparts (Chan 1991, 29). In the 1870s, the 
anti-Chinese movement gained momentum as organizations formed in 
California to urge employers not to hire Chinese labor and to encourage 
boycotts of Chinese merchants (Perea 2000, 375). White labor groups justi-

table 2.2  Asian Americans by national origin

2008

Percentage 
of Total in 

2008 2000

Total 13,413,976 10,474,184

Chinese 2,998,849 22% 2,445,363
Asian Indian 2,495,998 19 1,718,778
Filipino 2,425,697 18 1,908,125
Vietnamese 1,431,980 11 1,169,672
Korean 1,344,267 10 1,099,422
Japanese 710,063 5.3 852,237
Pakistani 280,726 2.1 164,628
Cambodian 186,068 1.4 183,769
Hmong 171,316 1.3 174,712
Laotian 159,347 1.2 179,103
Thai 139,208 1.0 120,918
Bangladeshi 88,212 0.7 46,905
Taiwanese 78,934 0.6 132,144
Indonesian 51,148 0.4 44,186
Sri Lankan 29,607 0.2 21,364
Malaysian 12,506 0.1 15,029

Other Asian 577,081 4.3 31,383
Other Asian, not specified 232,969 1.7 166,446

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2000 Census (U.S. Census Bureau 2000) and 
the 2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 2008a).
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ans, who are generally much more recently arrived in the United States 
than the rest of the Asian American population (for more on length of 
stay, see table 2.6).

Beyond the initial step of citizenship, we see that significant gaps re-
main with respect to political participation. Thus, a very high proportion 
of Japanese American citizens report that they voted in the George W. 
Bush and John Kerry election of 2004 (79 percent), whereas only 57 per-
cent of Chinese Americans and 60 percent of Korean Americans did so. 
Indian Americans, who had the lowest rates of citizenship, voted in line 
with the Asian American adult average of 65 percent.

In addition to voting rates among adult Asian American citizens, we 
also examined voting rates among all adult citizens—both to see whether 
group advantages in citizenship are canceled by disadvantages in voting 
among citizens, but also to give an overall, basic impression of how much 
voice Asian American adults have in presidential elections. Even here, we 
see significant national-origin differences, with only about a third of In-
dian American and Korean American adults having a say in the 2004 pres-
idential election, but more than half of Japanese Americans and Vietnam-
ese Americans doing so. Finally, only 24 percent of Asian American adults, 
and only 46 percent of those eligible to vote, participated in the 2008 pres-
idential primaries. The national-origin differences here are similar to 2004, 
with one notable exception: Vietnamese Americans were among those 
least likely to participate. Such a finding can be explained by a confluence 
of three factors: the strong Republican identification among Vietnamese 

table 2.3  citizenship and Voting rates

Citizen
November 

2004*
November 

2004**
2008 

Primaries*
2008 

Primaries**

Asian Indian 49 65 33 42 18
Chinese 67 57 39 45 23
Filipino 72 65 48 53 32
Japanese 70 79 55 54 34
Korean 61 60 37 35 17
Vietnamese 76 68 51 39 23

Total 64 65 45 46 24

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages. Unless otherwise specified, we report tabulated findings 
from the National Asian American Survey weighted by national origin, state of settlement, 
education, gender, nativity, and years in the United States as indicated in the 2006 –2008 
American Community Survey.
* adult citizens; ** all adults.
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On this measure, Filipino Americans have the highest rates of participa-
tion (13 percent), and Korean and Vietnamese Americans the lowest (5 
percent each). When it comes to protest activity, Vietnamese Americans 
are twice as likely to participate as all other Asian American groups. This 
finding, based on our nationally representative sample of Vietnamese 
Americans, confirms what one might expect from news reports of protest 
activity in Vietnamese American enclaves related to U.S. foreign policy 
toward Vietnam and intracommunity conflicts. Prominent recent exam-
ples of large-scale Vietnamese American protests include the successful 
efforts to shut down an art exhibit on communist art in Orange County, 
California, in January 2009, and a months-long protest and recall attempt 
against City Councilwoman Madison Nguyen in March 2008 for propos-
ing to name a Vietnamese area in San Jose as Saigon Business District in-
stead of the more traditional—and apparently more anticommunist— 
label of Little Saigon (Tran 2008; Sahagun and Tran 2009). Finally, when it 
comes to working with others in your community to solve a problem, In-
dian Americans were the most likely to have reported such participation 
in the previous twelve months (27 percent), and Japanese Americans and 
Korean Americans the least likely. 

Thus we see that voting and other types of political participation vary 
dramatically with national origin. As we outline in the introductory chap-
ter, we attribute these differences to socioeconomic differences, but also 
contend that immigrant socialization, political and geographic context, 
party identification, racial identity, and civic engagement help shape the 

table 2.4  Political Participation and national origin

Likely 
Voter*

Likely 
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact 
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Asian
 Indian 47 23 12 11 4 27
Chinese 39 26 11 9 4 19
Filipino 47 34 17 13 4 23
Japanese 65 45 18 10 3 17
Korean 40 24 11 5 3 18
Vietnamese 48 36 7 5 8 21

Total 45 30 13 9 4 21

Source: Authors’s compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan 
et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
* Among adult citizens



settling in: immigrant Adaptation      61 

India, the Philippines, and China. This brain drain of professionals contin-
ued through the early twenty-first century, but was also accompanied by 
the arrival of immigrants sponsored by family reunification visas. Finally, 
hundreds of thousands of refugees arrived from Southeast Asia starting in 
the mid-1970s. Thus, with the exception of Japanese Americans, the pat-
tern of immigration flows since 1965 have produced a population of Asian 
Americans, and Asian American adults in particular, who are heavily 
first-generation immigrant (table 2.5).

The role of immigrant generation, or a group’s generational status, has 
received a great deal of treatment in the literature on immigration (see, for 
example, Kasinitz et al. 2008) and is implicit in many studies of immigrant 
political incorporation. Most notably, theories of assimilation, based on 
the great wave of European immigration at the turn into the twentieth 
century, assert that with each subsequent generation of immigrants born 
in the United States, an immigrant group’s economic status will improve, 
as will its degree of social and political integration (Handlin 1951; Dahl 
1961). More recently, scholars have questioned the applicability of the 
classic assimilation model to contemporary immigrants from Asia and 
Latin America (Gans 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993; Alba and Nee 1997, 
2003). Karthick Ramakrishnan and Thomas Espenshade present one of 
the most comprehensive investigations of immigrant generation and vot-
ing to date (2001). Using data from the Current Population Surveys from 
the mid-1990s, they find that with each generation in the United States, 
voting increases for Asian Americans. Interestingly, this straight-line rela-
tionship between generation and voter turnout does not hold for other 
groups. The authors argue that, unlike white Americans, for whom barri-
ers to social acceptance and participation may disappear after the first 
generation, second-generation Asian Americans may continue to encoun-
ter racial discrimination and thus be less likely to participate than second-
generation whites.

table 2.5  mix of immigrant Generations
Asian 
Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

First 93 82 78 40 86 89 81
Second 5 13 20 34 12 9 14
Third and 
higher 1 5 2 26 2 2 5

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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arrived after 1990. Even among Filipino and Korean immigrants, those 
who came after 1990 account for about 45 percent of the total. Still, the 
data also reveal some important variation across groups. Although fewer 
than 2 percent of today’s Vietnamese immigrants and 4 percent of Indian 
immigrants came before 1970, 20 percent of Japanese and 9 percent of 
Filipino immigrants did so. Another important difference is that Indian 
immigrants are much more likely to be represented among recent arriv-
als, nearly two-thirds having arrived since 1990. These patterns make 
sense given the groups’ varying histories of migration noted earlier in 
this chapter.

How does length of stay relate to political participation among Asian 
Americans? First, U.S. naturalization policy enforces a three- to five-year 
waiting period before immigrants are eligible to apply for citizenship. As 
such, it is perhaps no surprise that the association between length of stay 
and naturalization is fairly tight, because citizens are much more likely 
than noncitizens to be long-term residents (table 2.7). 

Because voting in most U.S. elections requires citizenship, we would 
expect that length of stay would also exhibit a strong relationship with 
voting. The results from our survey indicate that this is indeed the case 
(figure 2.4). The chances of being a likely voter go from 0 percent among 
the most recent arrivals (up to four years) to 37 percent among those in 
the United States for fifteen to twenty-four years, and 53 percent for those 
who have lived here for twenty-five years or more. Furthermore, length of 
residence is also tied to other types of political participation, such as con-
tributing to a campaign, contacting an official, and community activism. 
Because these activities do not require citizenship for participation, it is 

table 2.6  length of stay in the united states

Decade 
of Entry

Asian 
Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

2000s 31 20 18 36 21 12 22
1990s 35 30 27 20 23 40 31
1980s 20 28 28 12 30 29 26
1970s 11 13 18 12 22 18 15
1960s 3 5 7 10 4 1 4
1950s < 1 1 1 9 1 < 1 1
Before 
1950 < 1 1 1 1 < 1 < 1 < 1

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2006 to 2008 American Community Survey Public 
Use Microdata (U.S. Census Bureau 2008c).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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unlikely that length of residence is a mere stand-in for citizens versus 
noncitizens. What the data suggest, and what we explore later in this 
book, is that length of stay may be significantly related to factors such as 
party identification and political information, which in turn play a signifi-
cant role in shaping political participation. Finally, we see that political 
protest activity is more common among more recent residents than among 
long-term residents. This suggests that the issues underlying such pro-
tests, and perhaps the settlement patterns of recent versus established im-
migrants, makes these protests more relevant to the former than the latter.

lAnGuAGe-relAteD FActors
Given that Asian Americans are the racial group with the highest propor-
tion of foreign-born residents, the role of language use and language pro-
ficiency are potentially very important. Our analysis of the 2006–2008 
American Community Survey indicates that 75 percent of Asian Ameri-
can adults speak a language other than English at home.11 This rate is 89 
percent among foreign-born adults and a nontrivial 31 percent among 
native-born adults. Language is also an important consideration in elec-
tion administration, because the Voting Rights Act mandates language as-
sistance in jurisdictions where more than 5 percent of the voting-age pop-
ulation, or more than 10,000 residents in a particular language group, is 
limited-English proficient (U.S. Department of Justice 2010). Finally, the 
use of non-English languages is also an important feature of electoral 
campaigns, as candidate organizations, interest groups, and news media 
all try to inform and mobilize voters in various languages. In this section, 
we focus on three language-related factors and their relationship to politi-
cal participation: English-language proficiency, ethnic media consump-
tion, and bilingual ballot materials.

table 2.7  length of stay Among citizens and noncitizens
Noncitizens Citizens Total

Zero to four years 14 0 5
Five to fouteen years 54 10 25
Fifteen to twenty-four 
years 22 28 26

Twenty-five years or more 8 33 25
Native-born 1 29 19

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



table 2.8  english-speaking Proficiency Among u.s. citizens
Asian 
Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

Not at all 1 5 0 0 6 4 3
Just a little 3 16 5 4 29 25 13
Pretty well 2 13 7 1 16 28 11
Very well 3 12 2 2 10 18 8
English-language 
interview* 92 54 86 94 38 24 65

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
*Questions on English proficiency were only asked of those interviewed in an Asian language.
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rates are considerably higher than those found in surveys such as the Pew 
Internet & American Life Project (Smith 2009), though the data are not 
fully comparable because the Pew survey limits the number of responses 
to two sources. Thus, for instance, the 2008 Pew survey found that 77 per-
cent of Americans relied on television for political news, and 28 percent of 
adults relied on newspapers, 26 percent on the Internet, and 13 percent on 
radio. Still, if we look at the ratio of news sources cited in the Pew study 
and the National Asian American Survey, we find that Asian Americans 
are significantly more likely to rely on newspapers and radio than the 
general population is.15

Figure 2.5   Political Participation by english Proficiency, Among u.s. 
citizens
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).

table 2.9  media sources of Political information
Television Newspaper Internet Radio

Asian Indian 84 48 60 38
Chinese 85 74 57 53
Filipino 84 60 40 37
Japanese 83 71 45 34
Korean 84 67 60 46
Vietnamese 88 68 42 57

Total 85 65 52 45

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



settling in: immigrant Adaptation      73 

from Internet sources are more likely to participate than those who don’t, 
and this applies for all political activities outside voting. These findings 
regarding news consumption, while providing an important sense of 
how participants and nonparticipants may vary along this dimension, 
do not rule out the possibility that other related factors (such as educa-
tion and age) may be driving some of these apparent differences. It is not 
until we construct our full explanatory model in chapter 7 that we can 
assess whether these relationships are important in and of themselves or 
instead reflect the pathways through which other factors, such as age 
and education, operate.

Running the same analysis for Asian-language media consumption, we 
find that paying attention to Asian-language television is negatively as-
sociated with voting but bears no significant relationship to other types of 
political activities. Overall, the relationship between ethnic media con-
sumption and participation reveals either insignificant results or negative 
relationships—for instance, in the case of ethnic newspapers and Internet 
sources. Again, we should be careful not to over interpret these results at 
this stage, because other factors such as nativity and language proficiency 
may be fundamentally driving these results. The results of various statis-
tical regressions we present in chapter 7 help address whether ethnic 
news consumption continues to have a negative relationship to participa-
tion if we control for other explanatory factors.

table 2.10  Political Participation by news consumption, Among u.s. 
citizens

Likely 
Voter Contributor Contact Protester

Community 
Activist

Television + + ns ns ns
Newspaper + + + + +
Internet ns + + + +
Radio + + + + +
Ethnic TV — ns ns ns ns
Ethnic newspaper — — — ns —
Ethnic internet — — — ns ns
Ethnic radio ns ns ns + —

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Rows 1 through 4 show results of regression of participation variables on any media sources; 
rows 5 through 8 show results of regression of participation variables on ethnic media sources.
ns = not significant at the .10 level or greater.



table 2.11  transnational Participation
Asian 
Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

Communicated with  
family and friends 87 74 67 59 82 74 75

Sent money 38 27 57 12 17 58 36
Involved in politics 5 5 4 1 1 2 4

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



table 2.12  use of an extra hour Per Day, and its relationship to Participation

Total
Foreign-

Born
Native-

Born
Likely 
Voter Contributor Contact Protester

Community 
Activist

Friends and family 62 64 63 43 11 10 4 23
Work 7 8 4 37 19 8 5 19
Something else 29 28 33 51 14 9 5 20
Don’t know 2 64 63 — — — — —
Refused 0 8 4 — — — — —

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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with higher levels of political knowledge and political efficacy among 
voters, many of whom feel empowered to make decisions on issues of 
public policy rather than relying on a system of indirect representation 
through elected officials to make such decisions (Bowler and Donovan 
2004; Smith and Tolbert 2004).

As we can see in figure 3.1, Asian Americans are just as likely as Lati-
nos to live in a state with direct democracy mechanisms (53 percent), and 
much more likely to do so than African Americans (31 percent) or whites 
(44 percent). These gaps are largely attributable to the national distribu-
tion of Asian Americans being more heavily skewed toward California 
(see table 3.1). Although Latinos are slightly less likely than Asian Amer-
icans to be concentrated in California, they have settled heavily in the 
Mountain West states that also have strong traditions of direct democ-
racy. By contrast, the higher distribution of whites and blacks in the 
South and East means that those voters are less likely to live in states 
with the Progressive Era legacy of the ballot initiative.

Finally, the importance of California to the direct democracy picture is 
evident, not only for Asian Americans overall, but also for particular 
Asian American groups. Indian Americans, who are among those least 

Figure 3.1  chances of living in a Direct Democracy state
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the American Community Survey 2008 (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2008a).
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that geographic distribution plays a significant role in shaping the distri-
bution of community organizations, ethnic media, and Asian American 
elected officials across the United States.

Asian Americans are among the most geographically concentrated 
groups in the United States. Just one state (California) accounts for 30 per-
cent of the national population, four states (California, New York, Texas, 
and Hawaii) account for a majority, and adding a fifth (New Jersey) brings 
the total to 58 percent (see table 3.1). By contrast, California accounts for 
only 8 percent of whites nationally, and the top five states for just 30 per-
cent of the white population in the United States. Similarly, the top five 
states account for just 36 percent of the national black population.

Only Latinos are more concentrated than Asian Americans in particu-
lar states: the top five states account for 67 percent of the national Latino 
population. One important contrast between Asian Americans and Lati-
nos is that for Latinos, the correspondence between states with a large 
Latino population and specific ethnic-national origin groups is close: New 
York has a high concentration of Puerto Ricans, Florida has a high concen-
tration of Cubans, and California and the Southwest have a high concen-
tration of Mexicans. To an extent, this is a story of proximate borders, 
whether by sea or by land, for Latinos. For Asian Americans, it is more of 
a story about the long effects of bicoastal gateways (both literal and figu-
rative). The presence of Texas on the list of states with a significant Asian 
American population is a relatively new development, which we discuss 
later in this chapter in our analysis of new destinations.

This contrast between Asians and Latinos is not meant to imply that 
there is no ethnicity-specific clustering of Asian Americans. Looking at 
the major national origin groups within the Asian American population, 
we find that some groups are much more concentrated than others. The 

table 3.1  top Five states of residence, by Group
Asian–Pacific 

Islander Latino White Black

California 33 California 29 California 8 New York 8
New York 9 Texas 19 New York 6 Georgia 7
Texas 6 Florida 8 Texas 6 Texas 7
Hawaii 5 New York 7 Florida 6 Florida 7
New Jersey 4 Arizona 4 Pennsylvania 5 California 6

Total 58% 67% 30% 36%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from 2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2008a).
Note: The figures represent the national share of the population in each area, in percentages.



table 3.2  top Five states of residence, by national origin

Asian Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese

California 20 California 40 California 48 California 35 California 32 California 40
New York 12 New York 16 Hawaii 8 Hawaii 26 New York 10 Texas 12
New Jersey 10 Texas 4 New York 5 New York 5 New Jersey 6 Washington 4
Illinois 8 New Jersey 4 Illinois 5 Washington 4 Illinois 5 Virginia 3
Texas 7 Massachusetts 4 New Jersey 5 Texas 2 Texas 5 Florida 3

Total 57% 68% 70% 73% 59% 64%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from 2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 2008a).
Note: The figures represent the national share of the population in each area, in percentages.



table 3.3  regional Distribution of Asian Americans

Census Region Census Division

 Northeast Midwest South West Mid-
Atlantic

Mountain 
West

Number of Asian American 
residents

3,003,418 1,822,097 3,248,302 7,398,477 1,880,292 743,963

Percentage adult citizens 47 45 47 57 48 49
Percentage eligible citizens 
who voted, 2004 59 58 57 67 60 57

Percentage adults who 
contributed to campaigns 13 8 15 13 13 11

Percentage adults who  
have worked on a 
community problem 21 27 21 21 22 21

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 2008a) and the 2008 National Asian 
American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
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Table 3.4 presents raw population counts and the concentration of the 
Asian American population for the ten states with the highest Asian 
American proportion of the total. To draw the electoral connection here 
into even bolder relief, we also show the Asian American proportion of 
the total population of adult citizens in these states.

One state towers over the rest in this respect: more than one of every 
two residents of Hawaii identify as Asian American (either alone or in 
combination). This majority status holds even by the more restrictive fo-
cus on Asian Americans as a percentage of all adult citizens in Hawaii. 
The next state is California, which we saw in table 3.1 to be the most im-
portant in terms of national distribution. Roughly 14 percent (one in 
seven) of Californians and 12 percent (one in eight) of adult citizens in 
California are Asian American. The proportions drop in other states: in 
New Jersey, Washington, New York, and Nevada just over 7 percent of the 
total population identify as Asian American.

States with the largest population counts of Asian Americans are not 
necessarily those with the highest concentration, however. New York is 
home to more than 1.4 million Asian Americans, but they comprise only 7 
percent of its population and only 5 percent of its citizenry. Hawaii, by 
contrast, has roughly half of New York’s Asian American population in 
numbers, but a much greater concentration. Another contrast is Nevada, 

table 3.4  concentration of Asian American Population,  
top ten states

 
Total 

Population
Asian 

Population

Share of 
Resident 

Population

Share of 
Electorate 

(Adult 
Citizens)

Hawaii 1,280,273  708,074 55% 54%
California  36,418,499  4,915,229 14 12
New Jersey  8,658,668  685,068 8 6
Washington  6,453,083  505,255 8 7
New York  19,428,881  1,415,502 7 6
Nevada  2,546,235  181,002 7 6
Alaska  681,235  39,802 6 5
Maryland  5,618,250  309,358 6 4
Virginia  7,698,738  414,944 5 4
Massachusetts  6,469,770  336,803 5 4
United States  301,237,703  14,863,151 5 4

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2006–2008 American Community Survey (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2008c).
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table 3.5  Areas with concentrated Adult Asian American citizen 
Population

States
(5%+) N=6

Hawaii (54%), California (12%), Washington (6.5%), Nevada 
(6.2%), New Jersey (6%), New York (5.5%)

Counties 
(5% +) N=36

Honolulu (HI), Santa Clara (CA), Kauai (HI), San Francisco 
(CA), Hawaii (HI), Maui (HI), San Mateo (CA), Alameda (CA), 
Queens (NY), Orange (CA), Middlesex (NJ), San Joaquin (CA), 
Fairfax City (VA), Fort Bend (TX), Los Angeles (CA), Solano 
(CA), Sacramento (CA), Contra Costa (CA), Fairfax (VA), 
Sutter (CA), Montgomery (MD), Somerset (NJ), Loudoun (VA), 
Bergen (NJ), Yolo (CA), King (WA), San Diego (CA), Howard 
(MD), Hudson (NJ), Fresno (CA), DuPage (IL), Gwinett (GA), 
Kings (NY), Collin (TX), New York (NY), Yuba (CA)

Congressional 
Districts

(10%+) N=40
(20%+) N=11

CD-1 (HI, Abercrombie), CD-13 (CA, Stark), CD-12 (CA, 
Speier), CD-15 (CA, Honda), CD-2 (HI, Hirono), CD-16 (CA, 
Lofgren), CD-8 (CA, Pelosi), CD-29 (CA, Schiff), CD-47 (CA, 
Sanchez), CD-32 (CA, Chu), CD-5 (NY, Ackerman), CD-31 
(CA), CD-40 (CA), CD-46 (CA), CD-42 (CA), CD-9 (CA), 
CD-14 (CA), CD-26 (CA), CD-7 (CA), CD-48 (CA), CD-12 
(NY), CD-5 (CA), CD-51 (CA), CD-9 (NY), CD-36 (CA), CD-37 
(CA), CD-38 (CA), CD-39 (CA), CD-27 (CA), CD-11 (CA), 
CD-50 (CA), CD-33 (CA), CD-7 (NY), CD-11 (VA), CD-6 (NY), 
CD-10 (CA), CD-9 (IL), CD-7 (WA), CD-8 (MD), CD-8 (NY)

Cities 
(25% +) N=75

Waipahu (HI), Monterey Park (CA), Pearl City (HI), Cerritos 
(CA), Kaluhui (HI), Rosemead (CA), Walnut (CA), Honolulu 
(CA), Milpitas (CA), Waimalu (HI), San Gabriel (CA), Daly 
City (CA), Temple City (CA), Mililani Town (HI), Alhambra 
(CA), Union City (CA), Rowland Heights (CA), Arcadia (CA), 
Westminster (CA), Cupertino (CA), Diamond Bar (CA), 
Hercules (CA), Hilo (Hawaii), Fremont (CA), Garden Grove 
(CA), Kaneohe (HI), South San Francisco (CA), Hacienda 
Heights (CA), Foster City (CA), Saratoga (CA), Gardena (CA), 
El Monte (CA), Millbrae (CA), Irvine (CA), San Jose (CA), 
North Potomac (MD), Fountain Valley (CA), San Francisco 
(CA), Sunnyvale (CA), Stanton (CA), Vineyard (CA), Newark 
(CA), Sugar Land (TX), Santa Clara (CA), Bergenfield borough 
(NJ), Alameda (CA), San Leandro (CA)

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2006–2008 American Community Survey (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2008c).
Note: Jurisdictions listed in descending order of concentration. Cities and counties where the 
total population is fewer than 20,000 or the Asian American population is fewer than 160 are 
not included.



table 3.6  Asian Americans in top twenty metropolitan Areas 

Combined Statistical 
Area

Total  
Population

Asian  
American  

Population

Percentage  
Asian 

American

Percentage 
Asian 

American 
Citizens

Los Angeles–Long 
Beach–Riverside, CA  17,666,931  2,204,836 13% 12%

New York–Newark–
Bridgeport, NY-NJ-
CT-PA  22,064,411  1,964,485 9% 7%

San Jose–San Francisco–
Oakland, CA  7,265,739  1,672,456 23% 21%

Washington–
Baltimore–N. Virginia, 
DC-MD-VA-WV  8,235,781  611,444 7% 6%

Chicago–Naperville–
Michigan City, IL-
IN-WI  9,723,539  539,801 6% 5%

Seattle–Tacoma–
Olympia, WA  4,030,692  434,828 11% 9%

Boston–Worcester–
Manchester, MA-RI-NH  7,485,933  372,300 5% 4%

Houston–Baytown–
Huntsville, TX  5,704,943  341,328 6% 5%

Dallas–Fort Worth, TX  6,500,787  319,618 5% 4%
Sacramento–Arden-
Arcade–Yuba City, CA-
NV  2,387,678  289,214 12% 11%

Philadelphia–Camden–
Vineland, PA-NJ-
DE-MD  6,378,898  280,263 4% 3%

Atlanta–Sandy Springs–
Gainesville, GA-AL  5,597,187  239,287 4% 3%

Detroit–Warren–Flint, MI  5,390,157  193,213 4% 2%
Minneapolis–St. Paul–St. 
Cloud, MN-WI  3,527,009  178,876 5% 4%

Las Vegas–Paradise–
Pahrump, NV  1,864,914  152,668 8% 7%

Denver–Aurora–Boulder, 
CO  2,985,761  117,083 4% 3%

Orlando–Deltona–
Daytona Beach, FL  2,682,173  94,620 4% 3%

Fresno–Madera, CA  1,041,130  89,439 9% 8%
Raleigh–Durham–Cary, 
NC  1,630,204  65,143 4% 3%

Columbus–Marion–
Chillicothe, OH  1,981,319  61,941 3% 2%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2006–2008 American Community Survey 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2008c).



table 3.7  comparing Frameworks on new Destinations in the nAAs sample

     Immigrant Destination Framework Asian American Destination Framework

 
Former 

Gateways
Traditional 
Gateways

New  
Gateways

Small 
Settlements

Traditional 
Destinations

New 
Destinations

Total 5 70 25 10 65 25

Noncitizen 7 64 29 11 56 33
Naturalized citizen 5 71 24 9 68 22
Native-born 3 79 18 9 73 17

Asian Indian 12 58 31 13 49 38
Chinese 4 75 21 7 72 21
Filipino 2 81 17 9 71 20
Japanese 3 75 22 10 75 15
Korean 6 64 29 10 65 25
Vietnamese 4 57 40 14 55 31

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Data are weighted by nativity, length of stay in the United States, gender, and education. Rates are in percentages.
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2007). At the time that the survey was fielded, the count numbered two 
U.S. senators (Dan Inouye and Daniel Akaka, both Democrats from Ha-
waii) and five members of the U.S. House of Representatives (Mike 
Honda, D-CA; Mazie Hirono, D-HI; Doris Matsu, D-CA; Bobby Scott, 
D-VA; and David Wu, D-OR). At the state level, the list included twenty-
four state senators (eighteen in Hawaii, and the rest in Minnesota, Califor-
nia, Michigan, and Pennsylvania), sixty state representatives, thirty-seven 
mayors, and eighty-eight city council members.

We rely on the Asian American political almanac to produce a set of 
statistics that have never before been produced: an estimate of the propor-
tion of Asian American adults who live in areas represented by an Asian 
American, and to produce this estimate at the level of city government, 
the state legislature, and the U.S. Congress. As we see in table 3.8, the 
chances of having an Asian American elected representative goes down 
with each succeeding level of office. Thus, for instance, 22 percent of Asian 
Americans are represented by an Asian American council member, 17 per-
cent have an Asian American state representative, and 8 percent have an 
Asian American as their member of Congress.

Variations in the level of Asian American descriptive representation by 
state of residence and national origin are considerable. For instance, be-
cause Hawaii is the only state with Asian American or Pacific Islander 
senators, the proportion of Asian American adults with a co-ethnic sena-
tor drops to near zero when Hawaii is excluded from the analysis. Drops 

table 3.8  chances of living in a Place with an Asian American 
representative

City  
Council

State  
Legislature

State  
Senate

U.S.  
House

U.S.  
Senate

All 22 17 7 8 6
 Outside Hawaii 21 13 3 5 0
  Outside California 

and Hawaii 10 5 1 1 9

Asian Indian 14 8 < 1 3 < 1
Chinese 27 19 7 8 4
Filipino 17 19 10 8 10
Japanese 33 37 26 25 26
Korean 19 13 3 6 2
Vietnamese 30 15 1 6 < 1

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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nations, the comparison figure is only 8 percent. Excluding California and 
Hawaii from the traditional destination states closes some of the gap be-
tween settlement areas, but not all. About 18 percent of the remaining 
NAAS respondents in traditional destinations still have a descriptive rep-
resentative. Across all settlement areas, the likelihood of representation is 
highest at the local level, followed by state, then federal.

PArtY comPetition
In theory, political parties should demonstrate a strong interest in mobiliz-
ing minority voters in order to build winning coalitions. Samuel Hunting-
ton underscores this view of party systems writ large when he describes 
them as an important foundation of a stable polity, “capable of structuring 
the participation of new groups in politics” (1968, 401). Yet mobilization 
by a political party is not a given. Party competition in a particular politi-
cal jurisdiction may determine the degree to which political parties and 
other groups attempt to mobilize potential constituents. Mobilization may 
in turn affect political participation (Key 1949; Schattschneider 1960). For 
example, Steven Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen describe the relation-
ships between political competition, mobilization, and participation in the 
context of presidential elections and high-profile statewide elections: cam-
paigns, interest groups, and the media . . . contest every inch in campaigns 
that stand to be decided by tenths of percentage points, and they tacitly 
conceded campaigns that look to be blowouts (1993, 179). Recent empiri-

table 3.9  Political representation by Geographic Areas
City  

Offices
State  

Legislature Congress
Any 

Representation

Hawaii 49 76 62 79
California 39 28 11 50
New Jersey 10 6 0 10
New York 11 10 0 11
Traditional 
destinations 33 24 9 40
Excluding 

California and 
Hawaii 18 12 0 18

New destination 6 3 1 8
Full sample 22 17 8 29

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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the course of an election (for example, Geer 2006; Goldstein 1999). Al-
though the measures of political competition captured in the 2008 NAAS 
are more limited than the indicators used by scholars of campaign politics, 
electoral competitiveness is an important consideration as we approach 
the question of what influences Asian American political engagement.

What table 3.10 shows is that 31 percent of Asian American adults lived 
in a state that was a presidential battleground in 2008. By comparison, 
data from the 2008 American Community Survey reveal that 44 percent of 
whites and 47 percent of African Americans lived in a battleground state. 
Within the Asian American population, Asian Indians were among those 
most likely to do so (47 percent), whereas Filipinos and Japanese Ameri-
cans were the least likely. These contextual variations are important be-
cause certain patterns in voter turnout may be attributed to national-ori-
gin differences but are in fact due to differences in the likelihood of 
residence.

Although we cannot make similar comparisons between Asian Ameri-
cans and other racial and ethnic groups when it comes to party competi-
tion at the county level (given that the ACS is missing data on counties 
smaller than twenty thousand), we can see from our survey that a slightly 
smaller proportion of Asian Americans live in counties that are politically 
competitive (27 percent), and that the drop in competition is most notable 

table 3.10  residential contexts of Party competition
Presidential 

Battleground
County-Level 
Competition

Latinos 30
Blacks 47
Whites 44
Asian Americans 31 27

Asian Indian 47 27
Chinese 35 28
Filipino 17 28
Japanese 18 22
Korean 35 30
Vietnamese 27 23

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages. Our Asian American data are weighted to match the Ameri-
can Community Survey, producing identical results in the case of the presidential battle-
ground column, and within two percentage points on the nonpartisan local figure (74 per-
cent in our survey versus 76 percent in the ACS).
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also seems to make a difference for some of the other participation mea-
sures, though we do not have reasons to expect these relationships to be 
theoretically meaningful. Contrary to expectations, we do not find that 
political competition leads to higher voter turnout, whether this is mea-

table 3.11  systematic measures of Place and their relationships to 
Participation

Likely  
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact 
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Direct democracy
Yes 47 16 12 6 22
No 44 16 12 4 25

Nonpartisan local 
elections
Yes 45 17 13 6 24
No 46 16 10 2 21

County party  
competition
Yes 42 15 15 4 22
No 45 16 11 6 24

Ballot language  
assistance
Yes 48 16 10 6 19
No 43 17 14 5 26

Represented by  
Asian American
Yes 48 18 11 6 22
No 44 16 12 5 23

Areas of settlement
New destination 39 18 15 6 25
Traditional destination 48 16 11 5 21
Small settlement 42 17 14 5 30

Traditional 
(excluding Hawaii, 
California) 39 19 15 6 25

Traditional 
(excluding New 
York) 39 19 15 7 25

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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Barack Obama over John McCain. This emerging pattern of favorability 
toward the Democratic Party presidential candidate is also mirrored by 
voter registration studies in 2004 and 2006 by the Asian American Legal 
Defense and Education Fund in New York and Asian Pacific American 
Legal Center (APALC) in southern California, which found marked in-
creases in the number of Asian American registered Democrats. A 2008 
AALDEF exit poll—a nonpartisan poll that is admittedly nonrandom in 
its sample—found 58 percent of its respondents identified as Democrats, 
14 percent as Republicans, and 26 percent as unaffiliated.3

The third finding of note in figure 4.1 is that the upward trajectory in 
Democratic partisanship is more pronounced for Asian Americans than 
for any other group. There is almost no shift in self-reported voting pat-
terns for whites during this period (1992 to 2008) and a more modest up-
ward shift for African Americans. For Latinos, figure 4.1 shows more of a 
peak-and-trough pattern, but we note here a considerable degree of con-
troversy over the validity of exit poll data on Latinos, especially in the 
2004 presidential election.4 One important question about this trend is 
how the change happens. The literature generally reports three types of 
partisan shifts: party conversion, when previously non-Democratic Asian 
Americans adopt new attachments (Burnham 1970); mobilization, when 
significant numbers of previously unnaturalized, unregistered, or other-

Figure 4.1  Democrat share of Presidential Vote
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from Voter News Service and National Election Pool 
exit polls (New York Times 2008).
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cans, and independents are gone. Given the paucity of time-series data on 
Asian American partisanship by ethnic group, it is unclear whether the 
increasing shift in identification toward the Democratic Party is due to 
economic prosperity under the Clinton era, having a greater sense of ra-
cialization and discrimination over time, living in states and counties 
dominated by Democrat voters, or being represented by Asian American 
officials who are Democrats. In fact, preliminary analysis of the NAAS 
data does suggest that those who naturalized under Clinton are more 
likely to be Democrats. In contrast, experience with discrimination, hav-
ing an Asian American representative who is a Democrat and living in a 
predominantly Democratic state are not associated positively with Demo-
cratic party identification. However, our data do not allow us to capture 
over time changes in the population. The incorporation of new cohorts of 

Figure 4.2  Party identification Among Asian Americans
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makrishnan et al. 2011).
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tisan attachments (Cho 1999; Pantoja, Ramirez, and Segura 2001; Wong 
2000). Specifically, in figure 4.3, we compare the U.S.-born to the foreign-
born, the latter group disaggregated by the number of years they have 
lived in the United States. The cut-points distinguish respondents who 
have lived in the United States for less than five years, for between five 
and fourteen years, between fifteen and twenty-four years, and twenty-
five years and beyond.

This figure broadly supports a straight-line assimilation account of par-
tisanship acquisition. Time in the United States translates into greater 
likelihood of holding partisan attachments. Asian immigrants who have 
lived here for less than five years, for example, are more than twice as 
likely to be uncommitted about their partisanship than their counterparts 
who have lived here for more than twenty-five years (59 percent versus 29 
percent). Almost all of this decrease in one’s likelihood of being uncom-
mitted between partisan categories over time is absorbed by the greater 
likelihood of identifying as a Democrat (from 18 percent to 31 percent 
over the same cohort comparisons) or a Republican (from 4 percent to 21 

Figure 4.3  Party identification by nativity and u.s. residency
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parties alone. There is only a modest association—especially with min-
max comparisons of those in the lowest and highest levels of family in-
come and education—between socioeconomic status and major party af-
filiation. This does not, however, mean that there is no relationship 
between these indicators of SES and partisanship, more broadly con-
ceived. Specifically, with both income and education, the NAAS suggests 
a possible substitution of non-identification for identification as an inde-
pendent as SES rises. As Zoltan Hajnal and Taeku Lee argue, this substitu-
tion underscores two important aspects of nonpartisanship (2011). First is 
that non-identifiers are distinct from independents and cannot be lumped 
together. Second is that, to the extent that high SES indirectly measures 
political interest and sophistication, independents are not all nonpartisan 
by virtue of being ignorant, unsophisticated, or otherwise disinvested 
from politics.

Beyond socioeconomic status, several other relevant associations must 
be considered. First are age and gender effects, shown in table 4.3. Age 

Figure 4.4  Party identification by educational Attainment

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
Less than

high school
High school Some college College Beyond college

Non-identifier Democrat Independent Republican

13

10

26

51

13

16

29

42

19

18

36

27

15 11

22 27

31 33

32 29

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
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For many scholars of American politics, partisan choices are, at their 
heart, about issue positions and ideology. As noted earlier, the Downsian 
account of partisanship implies that we choose the party closest to our 
views along the main liberal-conservative divide that separates the two 
parties. Thus, liberals should identify as Democrats, Republicans should 
end up with ties to the Republican Party, and moderates should identify 
as independent or perhaps remain uncommitted between conventional 
partisan categories. Is this account of American politics true for Asian 
Americans?

Figure 4.5 examines this question by dividing Asian Americans into 
four groups: those who self-identify as liberal, moderates, or conserva-
tives and those who reject these conventional categories. The table shows 
decidedly mixed support for the claim that partisanship is anchored by 
ideology. Roughly one of every two self-identified liberals also self-iden-
tify as Democrats. At the same time, only 34 percent of self-identified con-
servatives identify as Republicans. In fact, the strongest evidence of a cor-

Figure 4.5  Party identification by ideology
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respondence between partisanship and ideology is among non-identifiers: 
58 percent of respondents who reject the three-way categorization of ide-
ology between liberals, conservatives, and moderates also reject the three-
way partisanship between Democrats, Republicans, and independents.8

Beyond ideology, another other key political factor that appears unam-
biguously to sharpen the partisan focus of Asian Americans is informa-
tion. As argued earlier, because Asian Americans are predominantly im-
migrants or the second generation, a common base of knowledge about 
and attentiveness to politics cannot be assumed. In the absence of famil-
iarity with what parties have to offer, it is entirely reasonable for these 
groups to remain skeptical about partisanship and withhold judgment. 
The NAAS includes at least two ways of distinguishing “low informa-
tion” Asian Americans from their “high information” counterparts. The 
first is a measure of general political interest, shown in figure 4.6. Political 
interest is admittedly not a direct measure of how informed one is per se, 
and it surely also measures other factors, such as the desire to be politi-

Figure 4.6  Partisanship by Political interest
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table 4.1 Party identification

Asian Indian Chinese Filipino Japanese Korean Vietnamese Total

Republican 9 8 16 13 17 31 14
Democrat 35 25 34 40 38 20 31
Independent 21 28 17 16 10 18 20
Non-identifier 35 39 32 31 35 31 35

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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independent may be meaningless, may have meanings that do not paral-
lel the U.S. meanings, or may force a translation of other partisan labels in 
non-U.S. contexts into one of these three partisan categories. 

Table 4.2 shows the distribution of respondents’ partisanship by the re-
ported partisanship of their parents. The NAAS findings show that inter-
generational transmission of partisanship is strongest when parents are 
identified as having been Democrats during respondents’ formative years: 
when the mother is identified as a Democrat, 64 percent of respondents 
self-identify as a Democrat (71 percent if self-identified; independents who 
lean to the Democratic Party are included). In the father’s case, 66 percent 
of respondents also self-identify as a Democrat (72 percent including lean-
ers). The transmission of partisanship is weakest when parents are identi-
fied as independents (3 percent) or affiliated with some other party (22 
percent). Here only about one in five respondents (20 percent) self-identify 
as an independent or a member of a third party, an unsurprising outcome 
in light of the fact that the other party category is quite prevalent when ap-
plied to respondents’ parents and the reasonable surmise that in most of 
these cases, the other party refers to a political party that is not U.S.-based. 

The final observation is the modest degree of intergenerational trans-
mission of non-identification. When respondents reported that their par-

table 4.2  Distribution of respondent’s Partisanship by respondent’s 
Parents’ Partisanship

Mother 
Republican

Mother 
Democrat

Mother 
 Independent 

or Other

Mother  
Non-

Identifier

Republican 38 9 13 11
Democrat 23 64 40 39
Independent 23 18 22 18
Non-identifier 16 10 25 32

Father 
Republican

Father 
Democrat

Father  
Independent  

or Other

Father  
Non-

Identifier

Republican 33 8 12 11
Democrat 27 66 42 37
Independent 25 16 21 19
Non-identifier 15 10 26 34

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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appears to shape partisanship in some expected ways: respondents sixty-
five or older are more likely to identify as Republicans than younger 
adults; similarly, the highest proportion of Democratic identifiers are 
among eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds. Perhaps more unexpectedly, 
young adults (eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds) are the least likely to be a 
non-identifier. With gender, table 4.3 shows—consistent with relation-
ships in the general (non–Asian American) population—that men are 
more likely to identify as Republicans and independents and women 
more likely to identify as Democrats. The surprise here may be the gender 
gap among non-identifiers: 39 percent of women reject the traditional tri-
partite partisan categorization, and only 30 percent of men do so.

As we noted in chapter 2, a key factor in characterizing the politics of 
Asian Americans is the experience of immigrant socialization. In table 4.4, 
we consider five key indicators of that socialization experience: whether 
respondents were educated in the United States or elsewhere; their self-
reported English speaking ability; the language in which the survey inter-
view was conducted; whether respondents live in a traditional, small, or 
new destination for Asian immigrants (see chapter 3); and whether re-
spondents are U.S. citizens. 

The results in table 4.4, for the most part, follow in a straightforward 
way from expectations of a linear assimilation process, at least in terms of 
whether one can identify with the traditional three-category rendition of 
partisanship. Asian Americans educated outside the United States, who 

table 4.3  Distribution of Partisanship by Age and Gender

Republican Democrat Independent
Non-

Identifier

Age
Eighteen to 
twenty-four 14 36 22 29

Thirty-five to 
forty-nine 12 29 22 37

Fifty to sixty-
four 15 31 19 35

Sixty-five and 
older 19 33 15 33

Male 16 30 24 30
Female 12 32 16 39

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



140      Asian American Political Participation

report little or no spoken English ability, who choose an Asian language of 
interview, who live in new Asian immigrant destinations, and who are 
not citizens are all more likely to be non-identifiers. In the cases of lan-
guage-of-interview and new Asian settlements, the effects are very mod-
est, but in other cases are far more pronounced. Fully half of noncitizens 
in our sample are non-identifiers versus 27 percent of citizens; 40 percent 
of those educated outside the United States are non-identifiers versus 25 
percent of those educated within its boundaries; 47 percent of those with 

table 4.4 Partisanship by immigrant socialization

Republican Democrat Independent
Non-

Identifier

Education history
Educated in the 
United States 16 37 22 25

Educated outside 
the United States 13 28 19 40

Spoken English 
ability
Not at all 9 29 15 47
Just a little 15 24 16 44
Pretty well 19 27 17 36
Very well 20 33 26 20

Language of 
interview
English interview 13 33 21 33
Asian language 
interview 16 28 19 37

Settlement context
Small Asian 
American 
settlements 19 26 23 32

Traditional 
settlements 14 34 18 34

New settlements 14 26 24 37

Citizenship
Citizen 18 35 20 27
Not a citizen 7 24 19 50

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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on vary across the five measures. In each case, non-identifiers are the least 
participatory group of Asian Americans when categorized in partisan 
terms. Only 36 percent of non-identifiers are likely voters versus 53 per-
cent of Republicans, 51 percent of Democrats, and even 42 percent of inde-
pendents. Second, independents clearly have a different relationship to 
political engagement than non-identifiers. With some modes of engage-
ment (of those we examine in table 4.5, contacting and solving community 
problems), independents are just as active as Asian Americans who iden-
tify with a major political party. Third, political parties do not attach 
themselves uniquely to particular modes of participation—across the five 
kinds of engagement presented in table 4.5, Republican identifiers are 
more similar to their Democratic counterparts than they are different. Re-
publicans are every bit as likely to engage in protest politics and commu-
nity activism as Democrats and the differences in political contributions 
are modest at best.

Party identification is important for another reason: political parties 
may be reluctant to mobilize voters that do not show a clear preference for 
their party. The NAAS data suggest that party mobilization is somewhat 
rare, even for groups that exhibit relatively high rates of party identifica-
tion. Vietnamese are the most likely to be strong partisans, but are the least 
likely to be mobilized or contacted by a political party (see chapter 8).

conclusion
It is difficult to understand political behavior in the United States without 
attention to party identification. Yet as the demographics of the United 
States change, so must our understanding of this important set of atti-
tudes (Hajnal and Lee 2011). The findings in this chapter look closely at 
how Asian Americans adopt and express their preference for political par-

table 4.5  Partisanship and Political Participation

Likely  
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact  
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Republican 53 16 14 7 23
Democratic 51 19 10 6 23
Independent 42 11 12 4 27
Non-identifier 36 7 5 2 16

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrish-
nan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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the U.S. use different terms to describe themselves. In general do you 
think of yourself as . . . i) An Asian American, ii) A [Ethnic Group] (i.e., 
Korean), iii) A [Ethnic Group American] (i.e., Korean American), and iv) 
An Asian.” The options were rotated so that respondents had an equal 
chance of getting one of these four group labels that relate to social iden-
tity. We gave respondents the option of saying yes or no to more than one 
of these categories, and we also recorded other answers that the respon-
dent gave, including American and Other responses that were more open-
ended. To avoid any confusion between the labels as offered in the survey 
and the terms we use throughout this book (such as Asian American, Viet-
namese, and so on) we mark survey responses to the social identity ques-
tion in italics. For example, in the case of a Filipino respondent, the four 
identity labels are Filipino, Filipino American, Asian, and Asian American.

As we can see in table 5.1, nearly half of all survey respondents said 
they think of themselves as Ethnic American, with 47 percent saying yes to 
this descriptor. A slightly smaller proportion (40 percent) say they think of 
themselves as part of their Ethnic Group, while 21 percent identifies as 
Asian American, and 19 percent as Asian. Because respondents could select 
more than one label, the proportions total more than 100 percent for the 
overall survey sample as well as for the various national-origin groups.

Looking across national-origin groups, we find some important differ-
ences. Those of Vietnamese and Korean descent are the ones most likely to 
identify as Ethnic American (that is, for example, Vietnamese American) 
(69 percent and 64 percent respectively). A similarly large proportion of 
those with Korean ancestry (70 percent) say they identify as Korean alone. 
On identification with Ethnic Group, the other notable finding is that Indi-
ans stand out as the ones least likely to adopt this descriptor (28 percent). 
Indians are also more likely to identify as Asian American than Filipinos 

Figure 5.1  systematic Assessments of racial and ethnic identification
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
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the view that fates are somewhat linked. Far less common are the views 
that fates are very linked or not very linked, or that the respondent simply 
does not know how to answer the question.

In addition to linked fate, we also asked respondents whether they felt 
a sense of in-group solidarity in specific contexts of commonality. Specifi-
cally, we asked whether respondents thought that Asians in the United 
States shared a common race, a common culture, common economic inter-
ests and common political interests. The results for the overall population, 
as well as by national-origin group, are shown in figure 5.2. In addition to 
marginal distribution indicating the proportion who agree that Asians in 
the United States have commonalities, we also provide the percentage 
who said they did not know. In some instances, substantial proportions of 
people chose a “don’t know” response.

Of the four types of commonalities among Asians in the United States—
race, culture, economic, and political interests—Asian Americans overall 
were most likely to say that they have a common culture (64 percent), de-
spite distinctive linguistic, religious, and country-of-origin differences. 

Figure 5.2  sense of commonality with other Asians in the  
united states
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Survey question: “What, if anything, do Asians in the United States share with one an-
other? Would you say they share . . . a race? . . . a culture? . . . economic interests? . . . politi-
cal interests?”
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When the categories of “a lot” and “some” commonality are combined, 47 
percent of NAAS respondents feel at least some political commonality 
with whites, compared to 38 percent with Latinos and 34 percent with 
African Americans. Roughly one in six respondents (16.5 percent) an-
swered “don’t know” to this question. Overall, we do not consider these 
small differences in feelings of commonality with various groups dra-
matic, but we do believe that they can play a limited role in important 
decisions such as vote choice (see Ramakrishnan et al. 2009).

When the responses are broken down by national-origin groups (shown 
in table 5.3), Koreans are the most likely to indicate some or a lot of com-
monality with African Americans (43 percent) and Latinos (51 percent). 
Filipinos are also quite apt to note political commonality with Latinos (48 
percent), but less with African Americans (34 percent). By contrast, the 
greatest distance with other minority communities is found among Viet-
namese Americans. Only about one in four Vietnamese NAAS respon-
dents indicate some or a lot of commonality with African Americans (26 
percent) or Latinos (27 percent). Vietnamese, for that matter, are also least 
likely to feel politically connected to whites (35 percent). Interestingly, for 

Figure 5.3  commonality with other Groups
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Survey question: “Thinking about government services, political power and representation, 
would you say Asian Americans have a lot in common, some, little in common, or nothing at 
all in common with . . . African Americans? . . . Latinos? . . . whites?”
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ethnic AnD rAciAl iDentitY  
AnD PoliticAl ActiVism
In this final section, we invert the explanatory lens and begin to consider 
the relationship between ethnic and racial identity and political participa-
tion. Our analysis of the determinants of Asian American political engage-
ment receives its full treatment in chapter 7, and this analysis lays out the 
basic relationship between measures of racial identification in terms of 
identity labels and forms of political participation. Although the NAAS 
measures numerous acts of participation, as detailed in the introductory 
chapter, we focus on several dimensions of political activity, including an 
overall voting index, a standard measure of protest activity, and three 
measures of political participation beyond voting.

The results of this initial analysis are suggestive (table 5.5). For the two 
measures of identity that connote some degree of integration or incorpo-
ration—Asian American and Ethnic American identity—the association be-
tween identity and four of our five key measures of participation appears 
to be positive. At the bivariate level, those who self-identify as Asian 
American or Ethnic American appear to vote, contribute money, contact 
government officials, and work with others in their community at higher 

Figure 5.4  ethnic and racial identification by Destination
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and Japanese Americans (21 percent versus 15 percent and 13 percent, re-
spectively), and just as likely to identify with this pan-ethnic label as Chi-
nese and Vietnamese Americans. This finding is important because it runs 
counter to the bias that many scholars have pointed out in the scholarship 
and politics surrounding Asian American activism and identity, with In-
dians and other immigrants from South Asia seen as wholly distinctive 
from other Asian American groups, and relatively marginal to Asian 
American identity and politics (Shankar and Srikanth 1998; Kibria 1998; 
Dave et al. 2000). What we find here is that Indian Americans are not at all 
distinctive with respect to adopting the Asian American label. Indeed, they 
are just as likely to adopt the pan-ethnic label as Chinese Americans, and 
are much more likely to do so than Japanese Americans, the group who 
arguably is most central to the historical development of an Asian Ameri-
can identity.

Finally, another important aspect of self-categorization that emerges 
from a comparison across national origins is that Koreans are much more 
likely to identify with multiple categories than members of other national 
origin groups. On average, Koreans in our survey identified with 2.2 cat-
egories. The next closest frequency is among Vietnamese, who on average 
identify with 1.4 categories. For the remaining groups, the average num-
ber of categories identified with ranges from 1.1 to 1.2. This discrepancy 
has important consequences because Koreans have the highest levels of 
identification in all four categories, with levels often twice as high as those 
found for other groups.4 Depending on the research question, it may make 
sense to standardize the four categories by the total number of mentions 
within each group before making comparisons across groups. Such a 
comparison would reveal, for instance, that the gap between Ethnic Group 
identification and Asian American identification is greatest for Filipinos 

table 5.1  racial-ethnic self-categorization (All mentions)
 India China Philippines Japan Korea Vietnam Total

Ethnic American 36 40 46 44 64 69 47
Ethnic group 28 38 40 36 70 37 40
Asian American 21 20 15 13 43 20 21
Asian 12 17 15 12 48 16 19
American 6 4 3 5 2 1 4
Other 3 2 5 4 0 2 3

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan 
et al. 2011).
Survey question: “People of Asian descent in the U.S. use different terms to describe themselves. In 
general, do you think of yourself as . . . ?” [check all that apply; do not read “American” or “Other”]



table 5.2  Pan-ethnic and ethnic linked Fate
India China Philippines Japan Korea Vietnam Total

Pan-ethnic linked fate
Fate very linked 7 9 8 7 13 7 9
Fate somewhat linked 32 32 16 26 40 27 28
Fate not very linked 4 7 13 7 4 6 7
Fate not linked 49 43 60 50 35 47 48
Don’t know 8 10 3 10 7 13 8

Ethnic linked fate
Fate very linked 10 11 10 12 19 17 12
Fate somewhat linked 33 31 19 27 43 30 30
Fate not very linked 7 8 16 9 4 3 8
Fate not linked 42 40 50 43 28 42 42
Don’t know 8 10 5 9 7 10 8

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
Survey questions: “Do you think what happens generally to other groups of Asians in this country affects what happens in your life?” “Do 
you think what happens generally to other [R ETHNIC GROUP] Americans affects what happens in your life?”



table 5.3 commonality by national origin
India China Philippines Japan Korea Vietnam Total

Whites
Some or a lot in common 47 47 49 43 52 35 47
Nothing in common 19 14 16 9 13 22 15

Latinos
Some or a lot in common 32 36 48 29 51 27 38
Nothing in common 28 16 16 22 12 25 19

Blacks
Some or a lot in common 38 33 34 26 43 26 34
Nothing in common 24 21 26 24 18 26 23

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



table 5.4  Factors related to ethnic and racial identification
Foreign-

Born*
Citizen-
ship** Age Female

Higher 
Education

New 
Destination

Ethnic Group + —
Ethnic American + +
Asian American +
Asian +

Pan-ethnic linked fate + — +
Ethnic linked fate — + +

Commonality with Asians
Political commonality with others + — +

Discriminated against + — — +
Victim of hate crime +

Vote for co-ethnic candidate + + —

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: A + or – sign signifies that the association is positive or negative, respectively, and statistically significant at the 0.10 level or greater.
*Native-born is the comparison group. **Among foreign-born only.
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levels than those who self-identify with their Ethnic Group or as Asian. 
Those who self-identify as Asian American or Ethnic American engage in 
these activities at more or less comparable rates vis-à-vis each other; simi-
larly, those who identify as Asian or with their Ethnic Group appear to en-
gage in these four activities at comparable rates. The relationship between 
racial or ethnic identification and protest activity appears to be minimal.

Although only a modest relationship (if any) is apparent between iden-
tity choices and the five forms of political engagement we analyze here, 
differences in participation by some other indicators of racial and ethnic 
identity are important. Table 5.6 summarizes the differences in level of 
participation in voting, contributing, contacting, protesting, and working 
with others in the community to solve problems by the two measures of 
linked fate, commonality with Asians and other racial groups, and experi-
ences with discrimination and hate crimes.

In terms of voting, evidence of differences between respondents with 
varying levels of racial and political identity beyond the identity labels is 
scant. Only a sense of political commonality with other racial and ethnic 
groups has a positive relationship. In contrast, both of the commonality 
items—with Asians in this country and with other racial groups—is im-
portant with respect to contributions, with those holding a sense of com-
monality much more active in this form of engagement. Likewise, experi-
ences with discrimination and hate crimes are also positively associated 
with making political contributions. Contacting officials shows a similar 
pattern to contributing, with strong relationships for the commonality 
and bias measures. This is also the case for activity with others in the com-
munity to solve problems. The same patterns are apparent, but to a lesser 
degree, for protest activity.

table 5.5 ethnic and self-identified categories by Political Participation

Likely  
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact 
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Asian American 49 15 10 4 24
Ethnic American 48 15 11 5 21
Ethnic group 42 9 6 4 17
Asian 44 9 7 4 16

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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table 5.6 rates of Political Participation by ethnic identification

Likely 
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact 
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Pan-ethnic linked 
fate
Yes 46 15 11 6 24
No 45 11 8 4 20

Ethnic linked fate
Yes 46 15 11 6 23
No 45 11 8 3 20

Commonality with 
Asians
Yes 45 14 10 5 23
No 47 8 5 3 15

Political common-
ality with others
Yes 46 14 10 5 23
No 39 6 3 2 12

Discriminated 
against
Yes 44 17 13 6 27
No 46 10 7 4 18

Victim of hate 
crime
Yes 42 16 17 8 29
No 46 12 9 4 21

All 43 13 9 4 21

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion of those with a specific score on the identity 
measure (linked fate, commonality with other Asians, and so forth) who also took part in the political 
activity. 
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vey data to find adequate answers has a few limitations. Thus, for in-
stance, we can note that citizens tend to be pay more attention to English-
language news sources, and thus may be more informed about 
volunteering opportunities. Or, perhaps the longer duration of stay 
among citizens than noncitizens may account for greater exposure to op-
portunities for civic engagement, and perhaps even greater receptivity to 
requests for involvement. Our survey is unable to provide answers in this 
regard. For now, however, we lean on findings from qualitative studies of 
civic engagement, which suggest that greater residential mobility, lan-
guage barriers, gender discrimination, and lack of information about civic 
opportunities among noncitizens often lead to lower levels of involve-
ment (Jones-Correa 1998; Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2006).

What role do other factors related to immigrant socialization play in 
the civic engagement of Asian Americans? We find that rates of involve-
ment in community groups or organizations tend to be higher among 
those educated in the United States (table 6.2). It may be that U.S. educa-
tional institutions play an important socializing role when it comes to 
civic involvement, but it is also likely that education in the United States 
is a more general proxy for length of residence, citizenship, and social in-

Figure 6.1  involvement in civic organizations
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trend would lead to the kind of decline in participation in religious orga-
nizations that we observe among the most educated individuals in the 
NAAS sample. 

The NAAS data also suggest that education and income play different 
roles in facilitating civic engagement. Education likely provides individu-
als with civic skills and a central place in social networks (Nie, Junn, and 
Stehlik-Barry 1996), both of which exert a positive impact on civic engage-
ment. Income is a material resource, however. Thus, it makes sense that 
once individuals have reached a level of economic security that allows 
them the extra time and resources necessary to participate in an organiza-
tion, increasing levels security do not necessarily correspond to involve-
ment. After all, there are only so many extra hours in a day that might be 
devoted to civic engagement and the dues or monetary costs associated 
with a typical community organization tend to be standardized, not slid-
ing, to encourage membership.

Age may also be significantly related to civic participation. The find-
ings from the NAAS suggest that participation in secular community 
groups or organizations increases considerably between younger cohorts 
(ages eighteen through thirty-four) and those in older age groups, from 12 
percent to about 20 percent. Secular involvement among the elderly de-

Figure 6.2  civic engagement and education

40

30

20

10

0
Less than

high school
High school Some college College Beyond

college

Secular
Religious

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).



190      Asian American Political Participation

gious organizations, the association between length of residence and in-
volvement is less systematic, but still demonstrates a positive trend. Note 
that the native-born tend to be active in religious organizations at a 
slightly lower rate than long-term resident immigrants.

In addition to length of stay, studies of immigrant civic participation 
also indicate that citizens tend to be more active in the civic realm than 
noncitizens (Segura, Pachon, and Woods 2001; DeSipio 2006). At first, this 
may seem surprising, in that involvement in community organizations 
does not require U.S. citizenship, or even the intention of becoming a citi-
zen. Indeed, studies of transnational organizations among Mexican im-
migrants suggest that there are civic spaces even for undocumented resi-
dents (Bada, Fox, and Selee 2006; Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010). 
Despite various opportunities for noncitizen participation, however, stud-
ies based on the Current Population Survey have consistently found that 
citizens are much more likely than noncitizens to participate (Ramakrish-
nan 2006; Sundeen, Garcia, and Wang 2007). Our analysis of the NAAS 
also shows significant gaps between the civic engagement of citizens and 
noncitizens (33 percent versus 43 percent), although the gaps are nowhere 
near those found in the CPS, where citizens are more than twice as likely 
as noncitizens to participate (Ramakrishnan 2006). We also find that the 
gap between citizens and noncitizens is smaller for involvement in reli-
gious organizations, where noncitizens are about 20 percent less likely to 
participate, than in secular organizations, where they are 40 percent less 
likely to participate. 

As to why citizenship may still matter for civic engagement, although 
it is not a formal requirement for participation, using cross-sectional sur-

table 6.1 civic engagement
Secular Religious Any

Asian Indian 20 35 43
Chinese 14 18 26
Filipino 26 47 54
Japanese 21 26 37
Korean 17 45 49
Vietnamese 10 28 32
Total 18 32 39

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Survey questions: “Other than a religious group or place of worship, is there any other 
group or organization in your community that you are involved with?” (Atheist, agnostic, 
nonreligious coded as 0); “Other than attending services or prayer, do you take part in any 
activity with people at your place of worship?”
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tegration, all of which encourage organizational involvement. We find a 
different pattern when it comes to participation in religious organizations. 
Those educated outside the United States are no more likely than those 
educated inside it to be involved in a religious organization.

English-speaking skills are another important measure of socialization. 
Involvement in secular community organizations appears to be closely 
associated with how well respondents speak English. That is, involve-
ment in secular organizations increases steadily with English-speaking 
skills among those who took the survey in an Asian language. However, 
for the same individuals, involvement in a religious organization does not 
appear to be closely tied to English-speaking skills once respondents ac-
quire even minimal English-speaking proficiency (table 6.2). Note that 
civic engagement varies by language of interview in ways one might ex-
pect given the previous analysis. Those who opted to take the survey in 
English are much more likely to be involved in a secular organization and 
slightly more likely to be involved in a religious organization than those 
who opted for the Asian-language interview.

Despite tremendous scholarly and popular interest in immigrants’ 
settlement in nontraditional places in the United States, we observe little 
difference in rates of civic engagement among those living in new immi-
grant destinations and those who have settled in more traditional loca-

table 6.2  civic engagement and immigrant socialization
Secular Religious

Educated in United States 21 33
Educated outside United States 16 32

English-speaking ability (Asian- 
language interviews only)
Not at all 2 16
Just a little 10 31
Pretty well 16 27
Very well 23 36

English-language interview 20 34
Asian-language interview 14 30

Small Asian American settlements 21 34
Traditional Asian American settlements 17 31
New Asian American settlements 19 36

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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economy, a perception of Asian Americans as being exclusive, insular, and 
cliquish emerges. Instead of gaining support from the larger society, they 
are often criticized for supporting only Asian issues, and their loyalty to 
American society and its culture is questioned” (2004, 57). Similarly, the 
writer Helen Zia claims that the Chinese Exclusion Acts had a “a two-
pronged impact: for Asian Americans, it verified that their voices were 
neither expected nor desired; for others it confirmed that Asians are a si-
lent, insular minority with nothing to say” (2001, 236).

The focus of the following analysis, as mentioned, is on secular organi-
zations only. Table 6.3 presents the degree to which Asian Americans join 
organizations composed exclusively of co-ethnics. About 30 percent of 
those involved in a secular community organization report that the group 
is made up entirely of co-ethnics (that is, those of the same national origin 
group). The extent to which Asian Americans join ethnically homogenous 
groups and organizations depends on national origin. Some 23 percent of 
Chinese, fewer than 20 percent of Japanese and Filipinos, but about 40 
percent of Asian Indians and Vietnamese in a community group or orga-
nization claim that all of the members are co-ethnics. By contrast, fully 61 
percent of Koreans say that every member of the organization shares their 
national origin. Of course these differences likely stem from factors be-
yond national origin, such as a group’s average length of residence, the 
proportion of foreign-born in a particular group, and specific histories of 
migration and settlement.

table 6.3  civic engagement: Background by national origin
All Members of  
Ethnic Group

All College- 
Educated

Asian Indian 41 36
Chinese 23 26
Filipino 20 29
Japanese 20 24
Korean 61 39
Vietnamese 39 17

Total 31% 30%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Row percentages are calculated using weighted data.
Survey question: “Other than a religious group or place of worship, is there any other group 
or organization in your community that you are involved with?” [Please tell me the name of 
the organization or group that is most important to you.] “And how many members of this 
group would you say are [Rs group from A1] – all of them, most, about half, some of them, 
or none?”
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groups participate in nonvoting political activities (70 percent) more than 
those in ethnically homogenous organizations (50 percent). However, 
both groups are much more likely to take part in political activities than 
those who do not belong to any community group or organization. We 
also examine the association between belonging to an ethnically homoge-
nous organization and trust by focusing on trust in the government. The 
results suggest that at the bivariate level the association between member-
ship in an ethnic organization and trust in the federal government is only 
slight—and not in the expected direction. Those involved in ethnic orga-
nizations are slightly more likely to trust the government in Washington 
compared with those in more integrated organizations. Note that those 
involved in a secular organization, ethnically homogenous or not, hardly 
vary from those not involved in any organization on this question.

Probed with a slightly different question about their attitudes toward 
American government, Asian Americans involved in ethnically integrated 
organizations tend to strongly disagree that “it is better to avoid contact 
with the government” at slightly higher rates (72 percent) than either 
those involved in ethnic organizations (59 percent) or those not involved 
in community groups or organizations (56 percent). In their earlier study, 
Uslaner and Conley found that those who joined ethnic organizations 
were less trusting and less likely to participate in civic life even compared 
to those who were not involved at all in any community group or organi-
zation (2003). Data from the NAAS suggest that involvement in either 
group is associated with deeper involvement in civic life and sometimes 
results in more positive attitudes toward contact with the government 
compared with those who remain unattached to any community group or 
organization.

table 6.4  Participation organization
Not  

Involved
Ethnic 

Organization
Integrated 

Organization

Participated in political  
activity beyond voting 29 50 70

Agrees somewhat or strongly 
can trust government in Wash-
ington to do what is right 43 52 44

Strongly or somewhat disagrees 
that it is better to avoid contact 
with government 56 59 72

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramak-
rishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.



table 6.5  religious Affiliation By national origin

India China Philippines Japan Korea Vietnam Total

Christian 5 27 21 28 65 4 24
Catholic 4 2 78 3 17 34 24
Buddhist 1 14  38 4 51 14
Hindu 77 14
Sikh 6 1
Muslim1 1      < 1
Other non-Christian 3 1  1
Agnostic, atheist, or  
no religion 3 56 1 30 14 11 22

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Proportions less than 1 percent are left blank; percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding.
1As we detail in appendix D, one limitation of our sample method is the limited ability to draw in Asian Muslims, many of whom do not have 
distinctively Asian names.
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ciVic enGAGement AnD  
PoliticAl PArticiPAtion
Our final inquiry has to do with the association between civic engagement 
and political participation, which we present in table 6.6. We find that 
those involved with secular or religious organizations tend to be the most 
active in politics—for example, to be voters. When it comes to participa-
tion beyond voting, those involved with a secular organization are more 
than twice as likely to protest, make a political contribution, contact a 
government official or work with others in the community to solve a 
problem than those who are not involved with a secular organization. In-
volvement in religious organizations, particularly taking part in activities 
other than services and prayer at one’s place of worship, is also associated 
with higher rates of political activity. The association between frequency 
of attendance at religious services and political participation is less clear 
(not shown in tables). Differences based on frequency of attendance at 
one’s place of worship in terms of protest activity or making political con-
tributions are not statistically significant. However, those who attend reli-
gious services frequently do have higher rates of community activism and 
contact with officials than those who do not attend services frequently.

conclusion
To what extent does racial and ethnic diversity reinforce or undermine 
American civil society? We contend that because Asian Americans are one 

table 6.6  civic engagement and Political Participation

Likely 
Voter

Political 
Contributor

Contact 
Government 

Officials Protester
Community 

Activist

Involved in secular 
organization 53 25 19 9 41

Not involved 44 10 7 3 17

Involved in religious 
organization 49 18 14 6 31

Not involved 44 10 7 3 17

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan 
et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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the answer lies in the distribution of these six major groups on other fac-
tors that are relevant to political behavior, and that may either reinforce or 
counteract class biases in participation. In table 7.2, we present the rank-
ings and distributions of the six major Asian national origin groups on 
various explanatory factors we found to be relevant in our multivariate 
analysis. For instance, our regressions indicate that a longer stay in the 
United States is associated with higher participation for most major politi-
cal activities. Thus, that Filipinos and Japanese Americans have been in the 
United States the longest helps boost their political participation higher 
than what we would expect based on their socioeconomic resources alone.

Taken together, the various group rankings in table 7.2 help craft a 
composite story for each group, indicating what might account for greater- 
or lower-than-expected levels of participation. For Japanese Americans, 
the pathway to greater participation is built on a longer stay in the United 
States, high levels of civic organization, and high levels of political mobi-
lization. This is in line with scholarship on Asian American politics, which 
has shown that Japanese American civic organization has a long-standing 
basis in the United States. In particular, the creation of the Japanese Amer-

table 7.1  rankings by socioeconomic and Political Participation outcomes

Group 
Ranking

Income: 
Median 

Household 

Educational 
Attainment: 

Over Age 
Twenty-Five, 

with Bachelor's 
Degree or 

Higher
Likely  
Voter Protester

Political 
Contributor

1
Asian Indian 

86,615
Asian Indian 

69
Japanese* 

65
Vietnamese* 

8
Japanese* 

18

2
Filipino 
78,918

Chinese 
52

Vietnamese* 
48

Asian Indian 
4

Filipino 
17

3
Chinese 
67,893

Korean 
52

Asian Indian** 
47

Chinese 
4

Asian Indian** 
12

4
Japanese 

65,201
Filipino 

48
Filipino 

47
Filipino 

4
Chinese** 

11

5
Vietnamese 

55,746
Japanese 

46
Korean 

40
Japanese 

3
Korean 

11

6
Korean 
54,210

Vietnamese 
27

Chinese** 
39

Korean 
3

Vietnamese 
7

Sources: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2008a) and the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: * Political participation higher than SES expectations.
** Political participation lower than SES expectations.



table 7.2  Group rankings and Distributions on select explanatory Factors
Group 
Ranking

Foreign- 
Born (–)

Years in the  
United States (+)

Educated  
Abroad (–)

Political News  
Index (+)

Discrimination  
Index (+)

1 Asian Indian 93 Filipino 23.1 Asian Indian 77 Chinese 0.12 Chinese 0.78

2 Vietnamese 89 Japanese 21.4 Korean 76 Vietnamese 0.03 Filipino 0.70

3 Korean 86 Korean 21.4 Filipino 70 Korean 0 Asian Indian 0.69

4 Chinese 82 Vietnamese 19.2 Vietnamese 65 Japanese -0.18 Korean 0.65

5 Filipino 78 Chinese 18.6 Chinese 60 Asian Indian -0.25 Japanese 0.63

6 Japanese 40 Asian Indian 17.1 Japanese 41 Filipino –0.27 Vietnamese 0.51

Average 81% 19.7 66% -0.08 0.69

Group 
Ranking

Strong Party 
Identifier (+)

Mobilized by  
Party (+)

Religious 
Organization (+)

Civic  
Organization  (+)

Mobilized by Civic  
Organization  (+)

1 Vietnamese 33 Japanese 41 Filipino 47 Filipino 26 Filipino 22

2 Filipino 28 Filipino 32 Korean 45 Japanese 21 Japanese 20

3 Asian Indian 21 Korean 26 Asian Indian 35 Asian Indian 20 Korean 16

4 Japanese 20 Asian Indian 25 Vietnamese 28 Korean 17 Vietnamese

5 Korean 14 Chinese 22 Japanese 26 Chinese 14 Chinese 12

6 Chinese 12 Vietnamese 17 Chinese 18 Vietnamese 10 Asian Indian 11

Average 20% 26% 32% 18% 15%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages.
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•  In terms of background demographic factors, super-participators are 
more likely to be male, much more likely to own their own homes (89 
percent), and more likely to be well educated (39 percent have higher 
than a college degree). 

•  In terms of immigrant socialization factors, super-participants are sig-
nificantly more likely to be born in the United States (43 percent), edu-
cated in the United States (61 percent), and interviewed in English (76 
percent). The obverse is found for nonparticipants, who are over-
whelmingly foreign-born (95 percent), educated outside the United 
States (88 percent), and less likely to choose to be interviewed in Eng-
lish (56 percent).

•  Our various measures of geographic and political context differentiate 
participation to a very modest extent. There are no statistically signifi-
cant differences between super-participants and nonparticipants in 

Figure 8.1  levels of Political engagement

Total Population
(100%)

Citizens (65%)

Registered to Vote
(54%)

Likely Voters
(43%)

Super
Participants

(9%)

Source: Authors’ compilation.



238      Asian American Political Participation

on issues of racial identification, including identifying with the pan-ethnic 
label of Asian American (20 percent) and reporting instances of racial dis-
crimination (15 percent). Finally, we also find a noticeable convergence 
across groups on most aspects of political participation, including the cat-
egory of super-participant (53 percent), protest behavior (31 percent), 
writing public officials (26 percent), and making political contributions 
(19 percent). In five of the twenty-two measures we consider, however, 
there is a greater divergence by national origin, most notably on voting 
and the proportion of those who lack party identification.7 Still, on most 

Figure 8.2  changes in national-origin Differences, Foreign-Born to 
native-Born
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: The figures are changes in the Gini coefficient of inequality across national origin.
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settlement patterns (small Asian American settlements, traditional 
gateways, new destinations). In terms of political context, super-par-
ticipants are significantly more likely to be found in direct democracy 
states and in local jurisdictions with nonpartisan ballots.

•  Partisanship also differentiates our participatory archetypes in inter-
esting ways. Super-participants are significantly more likely to be 
Democrats (43 percent) and mobilized by a party or candidate (73 per-
cent); they are less likely to be non-identifiers (14 percent). Nonpartici-
pants, by contrast, are less likely to be Republicans or Democrats and 

table 8.1  characteristics of Asian American Political Activists*

All 
 Asian  

Americans
Super-

Participants
Non- 

Participants

Male 47 53 41*
Mean age 51 53 51
Own home 69 89 54*
Less than college 42 25 60*
College degree 34 35 26*
Postgraduate degree 24 39 15*
Foreign-born 81 57 95*
Length of U.S. stay (immigrants) 19 28 15*
Educated in U.S. 34 61 12*
English interview 63 76 56*
Immigrant gateway 65 65 64
Direct democracy state 53 61 51
Local nonpartisan ballot 74 81 73
Republican 14 16 5*
Democrat 30 43 15*
Non-identifier 34 14 64*
Mobilized, party 26 73 4*
Civic organization member 18 45 5*
Religious member 32 51 21*
Mobilized, nonparty 15 46 1*
Discrimination or hate crime 39 53 27*
Commonality in-group 37 45 27*
Commonality out-group** 26 36 13*

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: All figures except for mean age are row percentages.
* Significantly different from super participant category at p<.05.  The significance figures 
for mean age are based on pairwise correlations with the outcomes of interest.
** Compared the top quartile in perceived out-group commonality to everyone else.



286

Appendix c |  Additional Bivariate tables

table c.1  identification by nativity
Noncitizen Naturalized Native-Born

Ethnic group 64 29 16
Ethnic American 26 58 71
Asian American 13 29 18
Asian 20 19 9
Pan-ethnic linked fate 36 35 46
Ethnic linked fate 41 44 46
Commonality with Asians 81 84 80
Political commonality with others 85 90 96
Discriminated against 34 37 48
Victim of hate crime 8 9 17
Vote for co-ethnic candidate 57 58 47

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion in each category (by column) 
who rank positively in each outcome (by row); respondents were allowed to choose more 
than one identity label.
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table c.2  ethnic and racial identification by Age

18 to 34 35 to 49 50 to 64
65 and 
Older

Ethnic group 50 44 42 36
Ethnic group-American 44 41 52 54
Asian American 20 16 27 20
Asian 14 19 16 19
Pan-ethnic linked fate 45 41 38 24
Ethnic linked fate 48 49 41 37
Commonality with Asians 84 88 79 80
Political commonality with others 89 93 85 85
Discriminated against 40 36 41 31
Victim of hate crime 10 10 11 6
Vote for co-ethnic candidate 58 56 53 66

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion in each category (by column) 
who rank positively in each outcome (by row); respondents were allowed to choose more 
than one identity label.

table c.3  ethnic and racial identification by educational Attainment
High 

School 
or Less

High 
School 
Grad

Some 
College

College 
Grad

Advanced 
Degree

Ethnic group 47 47 29 43 42
Ethnic group-American 46 46 61 45 42
Asian American 28 21 18 30 20
Asian 23 19 11 21 15
Pan-ethnic linked fate 24 32 40 40 41
Ethnic linked fate 39 38 49 41 48
Commonality with Asians 62 83 87 78 90
Political commonality with 

others 73 82 92 90 94
Discriminated against 17 36 36 42 41
Victim of hate crime 6 9 16 10 10
Vote for co-ethnic candidate 61 64 53 58 51

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion in each category (by column) 
who rank positively in each outcome (by row); respondents were allowed to choose more 
than one identity label.
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table c.4  identification by Gender
Male Female

Ethnic group 40 44
Ethnic group-American 47 46
Asian American 17 23
Asian 13 23
Pan-ethnic linked fate 36 39
Ethnic linked fate 40 47
Commonality with Asians 82 82
Political commonality with others 91 90
Discriminated against 42 33
Victim of hate crime 11 9
Vote for co-ethnic candidate 57 56

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion in each category (by column) 
who rank positively in each outcome (by row); respondents were allowed to choose more 
than one identity label.

table c.5  identification by location
Small  
Asian 

American 
Settlement

New 
Destination

Traditional 
Gateway

Ethnic group 43 42 42
Ethnic group-American 45 47 46
Asian American 24 19 21
Asian 15 19 18
Pan-ethnic linked fate 33 39 37
Ethnic linked fate 40 45 44
Commonality with Asians 81 82 82
Political commonality with others 88 89 89
Discriminated against 36 38 37
Victim of hate crime 8 11 10
Vote for co-ethnic candidate 57 56 56

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011).
Note: Rates are in percentages, representing the proportion in each category (by column) 
who rank positively in each outcome (by row); respondents were allowed to choose more 
than one identity label.



table D.1 Determinants of Political Participation
Voting Contribute Contact Protest Community

Indian 0.123*** 0.221 0.422 –0.186 0.490***
Filipino 0.036* –0.055 0.389* –0.346 –0.03
Japanese 0.032 –0.384** 0.238 –0.358 –0.216
Korean 0.011 –0.054 –0.341 –1.189** –0.294**
Vietnamese 0.113*** 0.008 –0.227 1.110*** 0.052
Other Asian 0.023 –0.069 0.167 –0.047 0.027
Foreign-born –0.165*** –0.523** –0.519* –0.838 –0.471***
Second generation –0.054** –0.012 0.077 –0.357 –0.126
Years in United States 0.104*** 0.631*** 0.523** –0.24 0.229*
Interview in English –0.007 0.21 1.939** 0.155 0.043
English-speaking skills 0.027 –0.056 1.747*** 0.195 0.253
Ethnic news index –0.064*** –0.29 0.213 1.427*** 0.088
General news index 0.166*** 0.999*** 0.977*** 0.499 0.505***
Educated abroad –0.089*** –0.398** –0.556*** –0.359 –0.014
Homeland political participant –0.031** 0.123 0.539*** 1.168*** 0.231***
Small Asian American settlement –0.016 0.196 0.044 0.072 0.091
New destination –0.026 0.121 0.184 0.534 –0.024
Any Asian elected official 0.025 0.148 0.026 –0.003 –0.179*
Local nonpartisan election –0.031 –0.006 0.089 –0.006 0.304**
Direct democracy 0.046** –0.032 –0.339 0.257 –0.159
County battleground –0.015 0.02 0.009 0.035 –0.123
Democrat 0.085*** 0.664*** –0.22 0.599 –0.289**
Republican 0.082*** 0.476*** –0.001 0.39 –0.259**
Non-party-identified –0.085*** –0.226 –0.695*** –0.472 –0.326***

(Table continues on p. 292.)
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table D.1 Continued
Voting Contribute Contact Protest Community

Mobilized by party 0.121*** 1.236*** 1.284*** 1.397*** 0.335***
Common with Asians 0.005 0.006 0.007 0.046 0.05
Common with other races 0.034** 0.156 0.081 0.596 0.259**
Discrimination and hate crime –0.016 0.318** 0.423*** 0.527* 0.282***
Frequency of religious attendance 0.006 –0.099 0.383* 0.423 0.196
Member of religious organization 0.016 0.489*** 0.474** 0.728* 0.617***
Member of civic organization 0.007 0.422*** 0.342** 1.203*** 0.779***
Mobilized by other organization 0.049*** 0.636*** 0.491*** 0.996*** 0.266***
Age 0.401*** 1.332 2.215* –1.111 0.376
Age squared –0.192* –0.362 –2.372* 1.695 –0.788
Female 0.026* –0.112 –0.262 –0.188 –0.247**
Education 0.053*** 0.740*** 1.186*** –0.287 0.664***
Family income 0.004 0.326* 0.001 –0.409 –0.16
Own home 0.003 0.11 –0.158 –1.274*** 0.131

N in model 3606 4498 4505 4502 4503
N for DV 4080 5145 5155 5152 5154

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et al. 2011).
Notes: Multiple imputation of income, age, and in-group/outgroup variables (based on citizenship, employment status, education, nativity, 
years in the United States, English ability, marital status, household size, and ethnic origin) and MIM analysis using STATA.
Standardized betas; * p < .10; ** p <  .05;  ***  p < .01.
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table e.1  From immigrants to Voters: Determinants of Participation

 

Immigrants 
to  

Citizens

Citizens  
to 

Registered 
Voters

Registered 
to Likely 

Voters

Likely 
Voters to 
Super-

Participants

Immigrant socialization     
Indian 0.338* 1.012*** 0.647** 
Filipino –0.382**

Japanese –1.790*** –0.724** 
Korean –0.569***

Vietnamese 0.575*** 0.608*** 0.360***

Other Asian 0.338**

Foreign-born  –1.388*** –0.670*** –1.244***

Second generation  –0.993***

Years in United States 2.648*** 0.352* 0.554*** 0.685** 
Interview in English 0.644**

English-speaking skills 0.839***

Ethnic news index –0.363** –0.404* –0.332***

General news index 0.327** 1.048*** 0.397*** 1.285***

Educated abroad –0.761*** –0.504*** –0.327***

Homeland political part –0.226***

Residential contexts   
Small Asian American 
settlement –0.290** –0.229***

New destination –0.591*** –0.161*

Any Asian elected official 0.251*

Local nonpartisan election –0.212**

Direct democracy 0.422**

County battleground –0.169**

Party identification   
Democrat 0.374** 0.439***

Republican 0.285* 0.512*** 0.410***

Non-party-identified –0.557*** –0.385**

Mobilized by party 0.976*** 0.950*** 0.261*** 0.968***

Racial identification    
Common with Asians
Common with other races 0.305** 0.357* 
Discrimination and hate 
crime –0.138* 0.541***

Religion and civic 
organization   
Frequency of religious 
attendance



Appendix      295 

tively modest. Notably, educational attainment appears to have no bear-
ing on the likelihood of becoming a citizen.

When we turn to socialization factors, ethnic, national-origin groups 
differentiate naturalization rates. Of the groups we surveyed, Vietnamese 
and Asian Indians appear the most likely to naturalize, net of all the other 
factors we simultaneously consider; compared with Chinese Americans, 
Asian Indians are 3 percent more likely and Vietnamese nearly 7 percent 
more likely to report being citizens if foreign-born. Japanese respondents, 
by contrast, are by far the least likely: 65 percent less likely, by our pre-
dicted probability estimates, than Chinese Americans.2

Among the strongest effects we find is the number of years lived in the 
United States. The effect is nonlinear: predicted probability of being natu-
ralized for someone who has lived in the United States for ten years, ac-
cording to our calculations, is 72 percent; at about twenty years, it jumps 
up to 87 percent; by around thirty years, it is close to 94 percent, with ever 
rapidly diminishing marginal returns of each additional year of having 

table e.1  (Continued)

 

Immigrants 
to  

Citizens

Citizens  
to 

Registered 
Voters

Registered 
to Likely 

Voters

Likely 
Voters to 
Super-

Participants

Member of religious 
organization 0.482*** –0.238** 0.659***

Member of civic 
organization 0.693***

Mobilized by other 
organization 0.372** 0.617*** 0.878***

Resources, demographic 
factors   
Age 1.458* 2.883***

Age squared 1.917** –2.016***

Female 0.368*** 0.332**

Education 0.476*** 0.959***

Family income –0.247*

Own home 0.494***

N in model 3999 3627 2992 1625
N for DV 5158 4113 3399 1868

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ramakrishnan et 
al. 2011).
Note: Standardized betas; * p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.
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Figure F.1 Asian American Population
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011) and the 2006–2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2008c).
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ducted with Asian Americans residing in new destinations (defined as 
U.S. counties with high growth rate in the Asian American population 
and relatively small absolute numbers in 1990). An additional 542 inter-
views were completed among respondents residing in small settlement 
counties with small Asian American populations in 1990 and low rates of 
Asian American population growth. The bulk of the 2008 NAAS sam-
ple—3,444 interviews (or 67 percent of the total sample) – resides in tradi-
tional destinations. Of these, 2,367 were in “low growth” traditional desti-
nations and 1,077 were in “high growth” traditional destinations.

Regardless of whether future studies of Asian Americans use more 
general categories of immigrant gateways or our proposed categories of 
Asian American destinations, one common feature is choosing counties as 
the most basic geographic unit of sampling. There are several advantages 
in choosing a nationally representative sample and a new destination 
oversample based on counties. First, we avoid the limited generalizability 
that would inevitably arise if we chose only a handful of states or coun-
ties. This is especially true for new immigrant gateways, which include 
hundreds of counties across many states, but is also true for traditional 
destination counties. For example, there are more than 200 counties that 
are traditional destinations with high Asian American growth. There are 
theoretical advantages as well, as we are able to apply the same typology 
to different levels of analysis (from states to census blocks), and are able to 

table F.1  respondents in Different types of Asian American 
Destinations

Small  
(1990 Population  
Less Than 1,000)

Large  
(1900 Population 

Greater Than 1,000)

Low rate of increase Small settlements  
N=542

Traditional destinations–
Low growth  
N=2,367

(Growth 1990 to 2007 < 
median growth rate)

Ex: Riverside County, Cal.; 
Denver County, Col.; 
Clark County, Wa.

Ex: Los Angeles County, 
Cal.; Queens County, N.Y.; 
King County, Wa.

High rate of increase New destinations  
N=1,173

Traditional destinations–
High Growth  
N=1,077

(Growth 1990 to 2007 > 
median growth rate)

Ex: Lake County, Ill.; 
Robeson County, N.C.; 
Atlantic County, N.J.

Ex: Fairfax County, Va.; 
Middlesex County, N.J.; 
Santa Clara County, Cal.

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Beyond ethnic and national-origin groups, a sample’s representative-
ness of an underlying population can be compared using other key bench-
marks. Table F.2 provides a breakdown of the sample by several other 
relevant demographic characteristics. Here, too, the NAAS sample ap-
proximates general Asian American population parameters on some di-
mensions, but not all. The NAAS sample has a higher proportion of male, 
foreign-born, older, and highly educated Asian Americans. These dispari-
ties largely reflect our decision to sample by national origin and geo-
graphic region, and to use a list sample instead of a random-digit dial 
sample of all residents, disqualifying anyone who does not identify as 
Asian American or report any Asian ancestry.

sAmPle WeiGhts
Karthick Ramakrishnan and David Crow at the University of California, 
Riverside, Survey Research Center (SRC) developed and calculated sur-
vey weights for the National Asian American Survey. This technical note 
enumerates the variables and data sources used in the weighting adjust-
ments, offers a general description of the Iterative Proportional Fitting al-
gorithm developed by W. Edwards Deming and Frederick F. Stephan 
(1940)—known as raking—and details its application to the NAAS data 
set.

nAAs Weighting Adjustment Variables
The NAAS comprises 5,159 observations drawn from a national U.S. sam-
ple. We adjusted sample proportions to population proportions estimated 

table F.2  select Demographic characteristics of Asian American 
Adults

2008 NAAS 2006–2008 ACS

Female 46.2% 51.5%
Foreign-born 88% 76%
Mean age 53 43
Less than high school degree 9% 14%
High school degree 17% 18%
Beyond high school 74% 68%
Immigrant arrived since 1990 52% 55%
More than one race 5% 7%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the 2008 National Asian American Survey (Ra-
makrishnan et al. 2011) and the 2006–2008 American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2008c).
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