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CONTEXTUAL E FFECTSONHI SPANI CS6 POLI TI CAL:EHHANRT I CI PAT
OR ECONOMIC?
ABSTRACT
Hispanics are a large and growing share of the U.S. minority population, but we know little
about how the characteristics of their communities influence their political participation.
Furthermore, previous research on largehglo white samples has yiedd no firm conclusions
on whethethe ethnic and socioeconomic character of commurstiesld havdenefitsor
liabilities for politicalactivities UsingU.S. Gensus data linked to a nationally representative
survey of Hispanics, | show that the ethoontexto f i ndi vi dual sdé communi t i
effect on any form of political participation. Community socioeconomic characteristics are more
consequential: residents of lamcome and economically heterogeneous areagearerally
more likely to paticipate than are Hispanics living in wealthy and economically homogeneous
areas. While these effeaannot be easily explained, thiegld for immigrant and nativborn
Hispanics, newcomers and longtime residents, and citizens and noncitizens aiikendifiys

call for more attention to the intersection of political and stratification processes.
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Hispanics are an increasingly large and important part of the Ameritaogbscene
and have garnered substantial attention from academics in yeees (e.g., de la Gar2804;
DeSipio1996). Immigrants from Latin America constitute over half teeent arrivals to the
United States (Passel and S@8®5), andH i s p ashareofsthi@ American population almost
doubled from 1980 to 20@0a trend which owes much to the high fertility of Hispanics relative
to whitesas well ago immigration

As the children of these immigrants make their way into adulthieisganicswill
constitute a greater share of the voteligible population as wedind have more political clout.
Eventoday, though,Hispanics are being treated as crucial voting blocsunial Democratic
primary states like California and Tex@sendricks 2008; Ras 2008) and even in states such
as lowa where their numbers have increased rapidly in the past decade (Wayn&i2807).
political behavior thus becomes increasingly important to understand.

Despite considerable research on the predictors of Hisp@nicv ot i ng acti vity
Garza 2004 for a review), we lack knowledge altbetinfluence of community characteristics
for example, should twblispanicswho live in communities with different socioeconomic
characters have differing levels of politigelrticipation, even if they look quite similar in most
respects as individualsiExisting literature provides few guides here, joevious studies tend to
contradict each other: there is disagreement whether communities with many racial/ethnic
minoritiesor with many poor residents should increase or decrease rates of participatibe.
same timesuchresearch has been limitidgelyto white and black respondents and has not
treated Hispanics specificaflya regrettable omission, because Hispanitndive in very
differentkinds ofcommunitieqe.g., Morenoff and Tienda 1997) acohstitute aliverseand

internally heterogeneougoup (e.g., Portes and Zhou 1998Yhatstudieswe do have of
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contextual effects dimitedtovetpmgand does notipcladetvidec i pat i o
measures of nemoting activities even thoughdispanic noncitizens are not legally barred from
these actions, as they are from voting
In this paper, | develop arguments for wdtogmmunity ethnic and socioecan@ context
Sshould influence Hispanicsd political partici
2004 nationdy representativeurvey of HispanicsBelow, | begin by describing the relevance
of community contexand individual characteristider political participation | then outline
measures and models to estimate the effects of community context, discuss rescits¢ e
by offering someimplications of these results for future research.
Why Community Context Matters for Political Participation
How mightthe characteristics @ n econsmuniy influenceone 6 s | evel of pol
participation? The question here is whether two otherwise similar people who live in different
types of communities have different levels of political pgréitond that is, whether a
communi tyods acchetatediteits evels af particpstion even after accountinigpéor
kinds of people it contains. | now discuss three dimensions of community context that could
have this sort of influence: radiathnic characteristics, average socioeconomic status, and
economic heterogeneity.
Racial/Ethnic Context
Living around other Hispanics might spark
reasons.First, aving coethnics around may fostee tort of political discussion that leads to
political engagement (Mutz 20025econd, it couldhake oneconscious of belonging to a
disadvantaged group, which has been shovamtmuragehe sorts ofparticipationthat can

redress inequality (Miller edl. 1981 Sanchez 2006tokes 2008 Third, large groups of
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minoritiesmayprovide tantalizing prospects for mobilization by political parties (Leighley 2001,
Tam Cho, Gimpel, and Dyck 2006:166), which seem to use community characteristics as rough
indicators of where their supporters are likely to reside (Huckfeldt and Sprague HgR).
Hispanic communities are also likelygpawnstrongethnic organizatiosithatcan perforntheir
own mobilization tasksRamiez 2007 Wong 2006).And finally, whereHispanics constitute a
substantial proportion of the population, Hispanic candiédate o can spar k Hi span
interest and participation (Barreto 2007nay be more likely to emerge. In a related way
although | am not aware of any published researcthis subjectt is possible that state and
local governments are more responsive to large Hispanic constituencies, which would give
Hispanics living in these areasore of a sense that their voice mateasnd thus more reason to
participate

The matdirectevidence for these possibilities comes from studies of black political
engagement. African Americans living among large clusters of blacks in Saint Louis are more
likely to vote than are those living in more isolated concentrations of blackgc(ticly, Tuckel,
and Maisel 1998), and African Americans living in higlackneighborhoodé Los Angeles are
more likely to belong to a political organization than those livingreéaswith lower black
proportions (Stoll 2001). Conversely, ethnic nmities in highwhite areas participate less than
they otherwise might. Blacks living among many whites are less interested in politics and
participate less in a wide range of activities than blacks in higiheority areas (Oliver 2001,
chap.4).

But large ethnic communities may not be uniformly conducive to political participation

! Barreto, Segura, and Woods (2004) have showrHispianics living in a congressional district where they
constitute a majority are molikely to vote than arethers. However, congressional districts are often quite large in
land area and population, and the dynamics at work in majdisiyanic districts are likely different from the ones |
have described here.
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mainly due to the aggregated properties of their individual memigarst, in communities
comprisingmany recent immigrants who lack experience with the American poklystéém and
English language skills needed to follow politics, residents may not find the smticdbnment
that is conducive to political discussion and mobilizaaod thusnaybe less likely to engage in
political activityd regardless of their own manal characteristicsSecond, ommunities with

high proportions of Hispanics i nsof ar as they expand i mmigran:
mightalso make it easier for thosesidents to follow politics in their home countr{&uarnizo,
Haller, and Pdes 2003), thus further lowering the participation potential of thetaresowding
outattention to American politickien 2006;Masuoka 2008Staton, Jackson, and Canache
2007 but see Hritzuk and Park 2000Third, Hispanics living around many other Hispanics may
also be less likely to have the sorts of personal experiences with discrimination that can turn
them to political action (Uhlaner 1991), at leasttfarsewho identify strongly with Hispanics as
a group Sdildkraut 200%.

Evidence for the negative effect of concentrated ethnic environments come&siaom
Americans whoare less likely to voteshen they live among clusters of their own ethnic groups
thanwhen they are monategrated into other raciaheironments (although California may be
an exception to this trend) (Tam Cho et al. 2006). And Latinos living irrhigbrity areas
around the country are less likely to vote than those living in communities with a higher share of
whites (Oliver 2001¢chap.4), although the effects of nonwhite population proportions on other
forms of participation are unclear from this research.

Socioeconomic Context: Average Status
It is informativeto separate the role of socioeconomic community context into two

di mensions: the central tendency of an areads
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Afaverage statuso) and its dispersion (Asereaft

with ethnic context,ach can potentially have positive and negative effects on the political
participation of an areads residents.

Communities with higher average status (i.e., wealthier and/or more edresitkhty
could increase the participationtoth ei r r esi dents, regardless of
status, for two main reasons. First, individlealel socioeconomic gradients in participation
may carry over to the aggregate level: if one lives in a neighborhood or city with many rich or
well-educated peoplethe sort of people who are more likely to participate in pobtiosn e 6 s
own participation may thus be encouragygdh vibrant public sphereWe know that citizens
with large discussion networks and who discuss political issues fitgjaee more likely to
participate in a wide variety of political acts than those with smaller networks and less frequent
discussions (Mutz 2002); to the extent that kstgitus contexts foster those favorable network
propertiesthose contextmay lead @ participation. Second, political mobilization may also be
more likely in highesstatus communities. ditical parties tend toecruitselectively
concentrahg their resources oareas with wealthy residents whl likely turn outto voteat
high raes(Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Rosenstone and Hansen 198332

Whatever the reasomdividuals residing in neighborhoods with higlrels of
educational attainment are more likely to vote ncbntact officials thamreresidents of less
well-educated areas, regardless of their individual educational histGaagpbell 2006and
even after controlling for mobilization (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Leighley 199Q).
neighborhood poverty appears to lowe probabilityof discussing politics with family and
friends and donating money to candidates and parties (thougfrenatobability ofattending

community meetings) for African Americans in Detroit (Cohen and Dawson 1993).
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Other evidence, however, suggests thatdsigiius community contexts could depress
participation and it mayinsteadoe poorer areas that drive their residents to engage in political
activity. First, poor areas tend to require more from government in the form of crime control and
maintenance ofyblic property, and residents are not shy about petitioning government to meet
their needs, as a widengty of case studies suggests (Carr 2003; Henig 1982; Rooney 1995).
For exampl e, Patrick Carrodés (2003) eaadthatogr aph
high crime rates spurred citizens to demand more resources from local officials and to ensure
that criminal sentences were longer. Thadecements$o participation are absent in wealthier
places;a Ol i ver (1999: 19 1qitizeasfagaifener,socialiprablems, thaye s wh e
should have fewer incentives to pay attention
A second possibility is that residents of poor areas are more likely to acquire a sense of class
consciousnesat fuels political actiofLawless and Fox 2001)n much the same way that
high-Hispanic contexts might spark participation among Hispanics (Miller et al. 1981; Stokes
2008).

There is only one finding that higdtatus communities might lower particijpat Oliver
(2001,chap.3) finds that residents of wealthier places tend to particlpasthan citizens living
in poorer places. But indirect evidence comes from aggrégpaerelationships that run
counter to individualevel relationships: citiewith low average educational attainment have
higherrates of voting than more highly educated cities despite the strong positive individual
level relationship between education and voting (Alford and Lee 1968).-Adsansoh (1998,
chap. 6) finds a simitadynamic: residents of higboverty neighborhoods tend to participate in
nortvoting activities such as contacting officials, signing petitions, and discussing political

issuesmorethan do residents of loywoverty neighborhoods, even though compositional
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differences between neighborhoods would predict exactly the opposite.
Socioeconomic Context: Heterogeneity

The traditional view among academics would hold that socioeconomic heterogeneity and
inequality depress participation in two main ways: the disthadtstems from inequality and the
crosspressures that result from living in a diverse aréarst, residents of areas with high
inequality may lack the interpersonal trust that feeds participation (Alesina and La Ferrara 2002;
Boeckmann and Tyler 200Pslaner and Brown 2005). We also know thatericans tend to
select their discussion networks from those who are similar to them (Marsden 1987; McPherson,
SmithLovin, and Cook 2001)andinequality may depress participatiimthe extent that
residentof areas with high economic heterogeneity find it harder to make contact with those
who are similar to themSecond, people in unequal communities may be more confused about
their interests because thiegve widefranging ties across the socioeconomiectfum These
Acrpmsesessureso raise the cognhbymakingpolticalst s of pal
decisions hardeand can lead people to withdraw from politicather than make a tough choice,
they may decline to choose at aleople inheterogeneous environments and with politically
heterogeneous discussion networks are more ambivalent about politics and therefore participate
less (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 19&&4; Mutz 2002) than are people less exposed to
such tension

Oris homogeneity a deadening political environment, while heterogeneity sparks
participation? Although crogzressures provide some minimum degree of consensus that allows
democracy to take root, effective democratic governance requires conflict in mdalitiarmony

(Lipset [1960] 1981). Socioeconomic inequality may thus produce exactly the type of conflict

2 Other analysts (e.g., Solt 2008) argue thafjiradity disrupts participation by convincing citizens (particularly
those with low incomes) that the government does not represent their interests and instilling in them a sense of
frustration and apathy. However, this dynamic is unlikely to be operatithge community level.
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and debate on which democratic participation thr{@dszer 2001, chap. 3). But diversity does
not necessarily breed conflict and distrust, androgeneity may encourage participation in
another way: collections of people with differing interests may simply turn to politics to sort out
their disagreements amicably. Analysts of community in cities, for example, have long pointed
to the emergence afstable order from diverse and competing populations (Fischer 1975; Jacobs
1961; Park [1925] 1967).

There is only one piece of empirical confirmation for such possibilities: Oliver (2001,
chap. 3) finds a positive relationship between income heteettlggnot the same as inequality)
and participation after controlling for community median income; residents of more
socioeconomically diverse communities tend to vote and engage in informal civic activity to a
greater extent than do residents of more bgemeous areas, partly because they are more
interested in politics.But the idea has a longer historyadyses emerging from the early
Chicago school of urban ecology claimed that economic competition among diverse groups of
people spawned organizeddarollective efforts to advance group interests (McKenzie [1925]
1967).
Individual Characteristics

To obtain good estimates of these communi:t
account for relevant properties of individuals. Below, | deschlee broad sets of such
properties: life experiences, socioeconomic resources, and ethnic characteristics.

Life Experiences Peopl eds political participation

commitments. It can take time for individuals to gain ther@stiein and experience with the
political system that leads to political engagement (Plutzer 2002); this fact produces a

considerable gradient in participation by age that becomes less steep at oldéteagss a
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spouse and/or children may also increasee 6 s st ake in the world and
(although the time required to care for very young children may distract parents from political
endeavors) (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 199850hap.

Finally, work and chrch can oth be importansites of information dissemination and political
mobilization (Verba et al. 1995, chap. 13).

Socioeconomic Resources he mat er i al condi t i o rPglitical f oneod

participation entails certain costs in timedmoneyfor few apparent immediate benefiand
socioeconomicesources that make these costs more bearable. Education is perhaps foremost
among them; it gives citizens both the ability to understand complex issues and the verbal
facility with which to discuss therWolfinger and Rosenstone 1980ncome also matters

insofar as the propertied have a greater stake in the existingaotierore resources to expend

on political action (Verba et al. 1995, chaps. 7, Jljhough the classic studies cnicipation

did not focus on Hispanics specifically, socioeconomic status does sa@#tadncetheir levels

of political activity (Highton and Burri2002; Jackso2003; MartinezZ2005).

Ethnic Characteristics Other analystsall attention to theubstantial diversity within the

Hispanic community and arguleat the power of these traditional explanations of participation is
limited; theyfocus instead osthniccharacteristics such as nativity and length of residence.
Foreignborn Hispanic Amerians, accustomed to other political contexts, tend to acclimate only
gradually to American institutions, and proficiency with the English language thases

transition to political engagement in Ameri¢aafcia and Sanchez 2004ighton and Burris
2002;Leal 2002Martinez2005; Ramakrishnan and Espensh2@@l, Tam Cho 1999).
Elaborations

There are, of course, other explanations of political participation. Mobilization is a
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particularly strong one: simply being asked to participate can go a long wasdtgetting one
involved (see, e.g., Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba et alci@95), and this may be
especially true for Hispanicsifitzuk and Park 200Michelson 2003, 2006; Ranez 2005)
Electoral competition is another; individuals are enltkely to participate when the outcome of
an election is in doubt, leading them to believe that their vote can make a differgnc€dgx
1988) David Campbell (2006) has made a persuasive case for the influgpaidiodl
heterogeneity thatis,thedi ver sity of partisan or ideol ogi c:
participation

However,my intent here i®nly to examine the effects of community context on
participation,not to deliver a comprehensive account of political participation. ilmgdso, it is
crucial toaccount forall variables that could create a spurious relationship between context and
participation while not including variables that transmit the effect of coniésthe of these
alternate explanatiodsmobilization, electoratompetition, or political heterogeneityfalls into
this set of variables: it is implausibleat they ar@ntecedent to the composition of a community,
but they do provide plausible links between community context and participation. | discussed
above several ways in which the probability of mobilization might be influenced by the
composition of a communityséor electoral competition, large agglomerations of Hispanics,
wealthy people, or poor people may tend to vote fairly predictably, rendering such an area an
uncompetitive district.Political heterogeneity, for its part, is better seen as influencecby th
sociodemographic character of a community rather than as an influence affecting what sorts of
people live in an area (Brown 198I)hus | have not emphasizady of thes@s exogenous
explanations of political participation.

| do examineoneinterestng dynamic that couldondition the effect of community
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context t he consi derabl e di ver siTHatsthebkfledtsofe x i st s |
contextual predictors on participationightdependot he i ndi vi dual 6s nati vi
residenceor citizenship (Ramakrishnan 2005 his is congruent with recent analyses of
participation that have treated voting as inertial: once one becomes eligible to vote, it takes some
time to begin voting; but once the habit is acquired, one tends to keeg (lmiring severe
dislocation such as a lost job or a divorce) (Plutzer 200Bis newly naturalized citizens
should be especially sensitive to the effects of community context, since they have not yet
broken into the ranks of habitual voters. The samght be true for firsgeneration immigrants
and noncitizens in forms of participation other than voting: they are not legally barred from
writing to elected officials or working for political parties, but their lack@&viousexperience
with the Amercan political context mighihake their experiences in their community even more
consequentiahs a source of political socialization
Methods
Data: The National Survey of Latinos
| test thesaccountsvith thePew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Famifpundatior2004
National Survey of Latinos: Politics and Civic Engagenuaté, whichprovidearepresentative
sample of Hispanics the contiguous United State§he surveyprovides geographic identifiers
for ther e s p o mmbteopotitdn statistical area (MSA3nd contaings wide range of
information on respondent Altbough thése dnalyses exclede t | vi t
individuals living in nonmetropolitan countiesyer 90 percent of Hispanics in America live in
MSAs (Frey 2006); and this survegverswell over one hundred metropolitan ar@as/erone

third of all the MSAs in Americaurthermore, Spanislanguage survey administration was

% More precisely, the geographic identifiers in the 2004 NSL are for primary metropolitan statistical areas (PMSAS),
as opposed to the larger consolidated metropolitan statistical areas (CMSAs), which comprise two or more PMSAs.
For simplicity, I use the term AMSAO to represent APMSA
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available, ensuring a wide range of Hispanic respondents.
Dependent Variables: Political Participation

Regstration and Voting | includetwov ar i abl es asse@&difi ng respon:

participation: being registeredtovaet o ne 0 s cino2004eand haveng \itedeirsttse
2002 midterm electiof. These analyses are limited to U.S. citizens (since tipess are not
eligible to vote); analyses of voting are further limitedaspondents who were registered to
vote at their current address and who were at least 20 years old in 2004aiad 18yearolds
would have been too young to vote in 2002.

Non-Voting Activities | also investigate five forms of engagement with government that

take place outside formataterun electoralsystens. contacting elected officials, donating
money to candidates, working for political campaigns, attending politieatings or
demonstrations, and attending meetings of political par@ker analysts have combined these
activitiesinto an indexwith voting, butthegreater media attention devoted to elections and the
relative ease of votirtg one need only select from a slate of predetermined candida#esn to
make it a different type of participation from the other five forms, all of which require substantial
amouns of time energy or moneyVerba et al1995:2324). Furthermore, noncitizens can
engage in all of these, while they are barred from casting ba(Qutsstion wordingsor all
measures of participatiarzan be found in Table 1.

(Table 1 about here)

Independent Variables

* In addition to these items, the 2004 NSL includes questions about having voted in 2000 andveavisigd in

an election in the United States, but these are unsatisfactory for cahsaxlysis. There is a potential mismatch

here: respondents may have lived in very different areas from their current location when they voted, and their
currentcommunity may be somewhat different from the one that may have influpricegbolitical benavior. The

2002 election (which took place about 1.5 years before the 2004 NSL was performed) does not seem to be as much
of a problem in this regard, and excluding from the analysis all respondents who are not registered to vote at their
current addresshould resolve most temporal discrepancies.
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CommunityContext In d i v i @bmnauhitycOntexs cannot beassessedt the

neighborhood level with these dditacause geographic identifiene available only for MSAs,

which typically include several countiaad can contain milliaof residents However, there

is a way to incorporateformation onfiner-grained units of geographical context. Tensus
Bureauhas subdivided counties into census tracts, winithe 2000 Censusontainan average

of 4,000 residents; as sudigctsare a reasonable approximation of a neighborhood and are
commonly used in studies of neighborhood effects, althoughatteenot unproblematic (see,

eg., Lee et al. 2006)For each MSA, then, a measure of the conditions in the average tract of an
average Hispanic resident can be derived by averaging across the tracts in each MSA, where
each tractdos contribution to the average i s w
measure is an exposure index, such as those commonly used inctudesl residential
segregation, and yields a more precise measure of-l&A conditions from the perspective of

an average Hispanic than the unweighted average MSA condilitvese are calculated as

follows: for a givencontextual measur,

wPi =27 () () ®

whereh; is the number of Hispanics in census tjakt is thetotal number of Hispanics in the
MSA, t; is the total population of census tracandx; is the number of residents falling into a
certain category. To eraneethnic contextl use the number of Hispasi@vhich is equivalent

to an isolation index for Hispanics}-orsocioeconomic conteXtusetwo measures: median

® The concept of community, of course, is problematic. While it would be preferable to have additional information
about respondentsdé neighborhoods and whahtilethagesipondent s |
substantial diversity within MSAs, | believe that metropolitan area characteristics are still useful as indicators of

i ndividual sé community context. First, they provide t|
social retworks. Second, residents are likely to be aware of events and trends in their metropolitan area, if only

through mass media. éfropolitan areas typically share common newspapers that provide regionally relevant news

(Lacy 1984:6441; Maier 2005), andlielsen television markets are often even bigger than MS8Ad third, the

sorts of political organizations in which individuals might participate likely draw members from across an MSA, not

just from respondentsé | ocal nei ghborhoods.
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householdncome and th& measure of income heterogeneity. The latter is constructed from
ordered categorical data on the numbdnamiseholdsalling into a certain income rangée.ike
nominal measures of vatian such as the index of qualitative variatifmuns from 0 to 1with
hi gher values representing gr ea’tUsalikendmirelper si on
measures, thouglf, preserves the ordered nature of the incomegeaies (Blair and Lacy
2000).

The resulting measures can be interpreted as themimpof Hispanics, the median
income, or the level of income heterogeneity in the census tract of an akMéspgeic resident
of an MSA Medianhouseholdncome has been logged to address skewjranmine
heterogeneity has been divided by 10§ield more interpretable coefficients

| controlas wellfor thepopulation sizeof each MSAbecauseesidents of highly
populated areas tend to participate less than residents of smaller commOtiitex2001, chap.
2); this hageen logged to addreskew Finally, | have also included dummy variables for
California and Texaghetwo states with the highest representation in the 2004 NSL sample.
Because they contain such high proportions of Hispanics, these states may have distinctive
characteristics such as statewide Hispanic organizations or strong Hispanic representation in
state government that could produce differences in participation not accounted for by the MSA
level contextual variables described abbve.

All contextual meases have been taken from the 2000 U.S. Census. Because MSA

characteristics likely change only graduattpmmunity characteristics in 2000 are not likely to

® The quotes signifyhatl|?is not a true measure of income inequality, as it does not necessarily obey the principle of
transfers (Blair and Lacy 2000). Under the principle of transfers, shifting income from a rich person to a poor
person should reduce the magnitude ofremjuality measure, and this will happen with lth@easure only if the

transfer of income moves one of these people to a different income category.

" However, results are unchanged when excluding these two state dummies.
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be dramatically different from those prevailing in 2004, making them a reasonable match for
2004 sirvey data.Descriptive statistics for all variables aindercorrelationgor the measures of
participation andommunity context can be found Tiables A1 and A2 of the appendiX.

Individual Characteristicsl assestfe experiencesvith variablesor gender(female =

1; male = 0)age(in years, with a quadratic terta model the downturn in participation among
the very old created by squaring the meeentered age variableggnd dummy variables for
beingmarried havingchildren, and beingemployed | also includea sixpoint church
attendance scale running fr omciocoremier 6 t o fAmor
characteristicenclude botheducation(four categories) ansicome The NSLO&6s i ncome v
gives only r ange s. |hdvetramsidrmedithése etb dollar amauats by e
assigning respondents the midpoint of their given categories; the result has been logged to
address skew.

Ethniccharacteristics includancestry(dummy variables for Mexican, Puerto Rican, and
Cuban, wih all others as the reference categogy)glish proficiencya scale running from 0, for
those who speak and read Engfighst a littled or finot at allpto 2, for those who both speak and
read Englistivery well), and a combination daéngth ofresidencen Americaandimmigrant
generation(dummy variables for firsgeneration immigrants who arrivé® or more years ago

[the median length of residencahdsecond or third-generation immigrants; firgieneration

immigrants who arrived fewer thdrd years ago serve as the reference categ@ony respondents

8 As one can see from Tabled about 83 percent of Hispanic citizens in the 2004 NSL sample were registered to
vote, and about 82 percent of these reported having voted in 2002. These figures are quite a bit higher than those
found in the Voting and Registration Supplement of the @tiPepulation Survey (58 percent and 58 percent
respectively). Itis likely that three dynamics produce this apparent overrepresentation of registered citizens and
voters: first, Hispanics in nonmetropolitan counties appear in the CPS but were examddaese analyses;

second, a disproportionate number of megistered citizens and nooters either were not contacted by or declined

to participate in the 2004 NSL; and third, some respondents reported registering and voting when they did not
actually @ so. Itis difficult to speculate about the bias introduced by the first and second factors, but | will describe
later how estimates might be affected by inaccuratersptirts of participation (see Noié).
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born in Puerto Rico have been classified as-§jesteratiofn® Non-citizens are formally barred
from registering to votand have been omitted froamalyses of registration and votjrigut |
include a dummy variable fd.S. citizensn all analyses of nemoting activities

Mechanisms of Contextual Influencé@he preceding review of previous research

identified sever al e X gomraumigydonteatmght havertheeffecy 1 ndi v
that it does. Unfortunately, the NSL does not include informaticth@political content of
respondentsod soci al net works or on whothofher t h
which have beeshownby Hritzuk and Park (200@p be imporantpr edi ct or s of Hi s p
political participation™® However, it is possible to test mapglitical attitudinalqualitiesthat are
related to theseharacteristicsattention to politicspersonal experiences with discrimination,
perceived responsiveness of officigierceived openness of the American systeisense that
the Americargovernmentan be influenced by citizensndexternalpolitical efficacy (a sense
thatpol i ti cal | eaders car e d3eeTablelifovfolldetailple op!l e | i
have also performed sensitivity tests with a measure of electoral competition and will note any
differences in the results
Analytic Strategy

Because all dependent variables are dichotomarmploy logit models. Additionally,
because NSL respondents are clustered wittetropolitan areashe error terms of regssion
modelsmaybe correlateavithin these are@s afact which violates a key assumption of standard

regression analysis and leads to the underestimatistamdard errors. | therefore ubke

° There are not many secegéneration immijrants in the 2004 NSL, and | have combined them with-third
generation immigrants for simplicity. There are no significant differences in political participation between the
second and third generations.

¥ However, the absence of these important vargafstem the analyses does not jeopardize estimates of the total
effect of community context. Social networks and the probability of mobilization are best seen as mechanisms by
which community context has its effect, and it is important not to control pamiypf the total contextual effect

from the beginning.
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HuberWhite clustercorrected standard errors provided by Stiteseadjust forthis
possibility!* | havealsoused the weight included in the NSL data to account for the highly
stratified nature of the NSL design, which yields a representative distribution of Latinos across
geographic space.

One final note: it is important to note that contextual charactedstice oef f i ci ent s
represent only theimeteffect. As | have noted, there are reasons why-Higpanic, wealthy,
and economically heterogeneous communities might both increase and decrease the participation
of their residents. The question then becomeshvbet oimechanismss stronger for each
community characteristi@and t is important throughout to remember that each contextual
coefficient likely representsompeting dynamics.
Results

| discussegistration and votinfrst, focusing on the effectsf community context and
then turning to individualevel influences.I then address newoting activities and findings on
whether contextual effects vary by ethnic characteristics.
Contextualnfluenceson Registration and Voting

Table 2presents regssionresultsfrom analyses of voter registration and having voted in
2002 | first discussModel 1, which presentghe total direct impact of MSAevel
characteristicsandthen assess the potential explanations for why context should have the effect
that it does.

(Table 2 about here)

Ethnic context has no statistically significant impact on electoral participation after

™ A randomintercepts approach is another way of addressing autocorrelation, but ah@akird of the MSAs in
these data contain only one respondent, &ykbcent of them contain three or fedea situation not conducive to
explicitly multilevel models. Nevertheless, alternate multilevel analyses estimated in HLM 6.0 produced
substantively similar results.
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accounting for other contextual characteristics, yielding no support for arguments that high

Hispanic areas camaiseor lower rates oparticipation in electoral arenasalso tested

alternative measures of ethnic context viitices measuring the exposure of Hispanics to

foreignborn residents, to residents who speak

nonwhite residents; none had a significant impaceibimermeasure of electoral participation.
Socioeconomic context, in contrasifluences botlmegistration and voting. However,

medianhouseholdncome and income heterogeneity matter in different wasdian

householdncome has a strong negative impact on registering tobudteo significant effect on

actually having voted, while income heterogeneity exerts a strong positive effect on voting but

does not significantly influence registration. | will diss the strength of these relationships in
more detail below, but for now I turn to the other variables in the model.

What of the effects dhdividual characteristi¢s Married Hispanics are more likely to be
registered to vote, and older Hispanics are more likely to be registedéd have voted in
2002. However, no other Ideycle characteristic attagrstatistical significance. Among
socioeconomic characteristiegjucatiod a strong positive predictor of voting and
registratio® is clearly more important than income (cf. Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1880).
more interesting story resides in ethnic characteristics, winestatistically significant gradients
emerge amng different ancestral origins, levels of proficiency with the English language, or
immigrant generation. (However, theseonealmostsignificant effead CubanAmericans are
less likely to have voted in 200 = .094].)

Model 2 adds the potentipblitical attitudinalmechanisms by which community median

householdncome might depresggistrationrates and income heterogeneity raise the likelihood

of voting, but none can explain these dynamics. While respondents who pay more attention to

Pol
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politics ae significantlymore likely to be registered to votmd while those who have more
confidence that nApeopl e 1| i ke [sigrifieamlyrmorecan i nf |
likely to register p = .082), these patternslo not appear to mediate the effect of community

median income. Indeed, the relationship between méaiaseholdncome and registration
strengthensonce the greater average levelpalitical attention and external politicefficacy

among residentsf wealthier areas is accounted for, the full registration deficit of wealthier areas
becomes clear. And treeis almost no change in te&ect of income heterogeity on having

voted in 2002 after controlling for attention to politics and perceivednssgeness of officials,

both strong positive predictors of votiffy.

How strong are these relationships after accounting for the political attitudinal variables?
Figure XA displays the predicted probability of being registered to vote by median hédiseho
income, while Figure -B shows the predicted probability of having voted in 2002 by income
heterogeneity. Both graphs include attention to politics, one of the strongest indigidial
predictors of participation, as a reference by which to gaugentitextual effectsAll other
variables have been set to their means.

(Figure 1 about here)

As shown in Figure 44, respondents in poor areas (Biepercentile of logged median
income) have an average probability of registering to vote9@fidhen dl other variables are
held at their means; those in wealthy areas (Bep@rcentile) have an average probability of

registering of /8. This is not quite as strong as the effect of paying attention to pdlithcse

2] also investigated as potential mediators questions about perceptions of discrimigaiish ldispanics as a

group, trust in government, and transnational political orientatisqmtential mechanisms of contextual influence.
However, none had an effect on any measure of participation that even approached statistical significance, making
them poor candidates for mediators or suppressors of the contextual effects. Because high levels of missing data
would have excluded many respondents from models using these variables, | have excluded them from analyses
presented here, although resultssubstantively identical when including them.
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who pay no attention to politicalze a probability of registering to vote o¥ 2, while those who
pay a lot of attention have a probability of registering o28.8ut it is substantial nonetheless.

Turning to the effect of income heterogeneity on voting (FigeBg, about94 percent
residents of MSAs where the income distribution is relatively dispersed5theegcentile of
income heterogeneity) voted in 2002, while only abdupercent of residents of MSAs with a
relatively concentrated income distribution dids® sizeable dférence, considering the ease of
voting relative to other forms of political participation. Gradientgating by economic
heterogeneity are almost as strongh@se by attention to politics: on average, ab@é&cent
of those who tpiaogyn & av d toebd perdemthai tidose wioorpay yo attention
at all did so
Contextual Influences ddon-Voting Activities

The effects of community context on reating activitiesfollow much the same pattern.
Table 3 displays resultenly modeldncluding thepolitical attitudinal characteristiggas in
Model 2 of Table 1are shown here, although | wilbteanysubstantive differences between
these models andodels without thattitudinal measures

(Table 3 about here)

As with electoral pdicipation, ethnic context (in the form of Hispanic isolation) has no

significant effects omny form of norvoting activity, and the signs of the coefficients are mixed.

Again, there is no evidence here tlzge agglomerations of Hispanics providerarsg base for
Hispanic political activity or that they inhibit the growth of political actigiternative
measures of ethnic context described earlier also had no impact here.

Socioeconomic context again matters more than ethnic comiexwith elecoral

participation, people iwealthiercommunities arsignificantlylesslikely to donate money to

Pol
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candidates and wor k f or c asodieechromieally@ivecsa mpai gns

areas are significantiyorelikely to work for candidatesatterd public meetings or

demonstrations, anattend party meetingaVhile not all coefficients are statistically significant,

the valence of the relationships provides some additional support faretredence of thee

patternswith the exception of contang elected officials, all median household income

coefficients are negative and all income heterogeneity coefficients are pbsitive.
Furthermore, thetatistically significantelationships aréairly strong. Hispanics who

live in the poorest communitie®r example, havedds of donating money to and working for

political candidatethatare3.3times the odds for residents of the richest areas. Gradients by

income heterogeneity in working for candidates attending political party meetings are of

similar magnitude While these effects are smaller than thosattégntion to politicd the odds

of participating in each of these acts for the most atteateetween/ and 2 times the odds

of participation br the least attentivetheinfluenceof socioeconomic contex still

considerable, especially when comparethsi of most individual characteristits

13 However, no contextual or individutvel measure analyzed in this paper has a statistically significant effect on
thetotal numberof nonvoting acts in which one engages, with the exception of attentipalitecs. Results from

these supplementary zeirflated Poisson models are available upon request. Another way to conceptualize non
voting activity is to divide the various acts intalividual acts(contacting officials and donating money can be done

in isolation) andsocial actgworking for candidates, going to demonstrations, and attending party meetings require
working with others), since there is some evidence that social acts are more susceptible to contextual influence than
individual acts areGiles and Dantico 1982; Huckfeldt 1986, chap. 7). But, despite the apparent strength of the
contextual effects among the social acts (working for a candidate, attending meetings or demonstrations, and
attending party meetings) relative to the individuaibgcontacting officials and donating to candidates),

supplementary multivariate Rasch models (Raudenbush, Johnson, and Sampson 2003) yielded no evidence that there
are separate factors tapping individual and socialvatimg activities or that the effexof community context

differ between the two types.

14 As with the analyses of registration and voting, these contextual effects are stronger after accounting for the
influence of countervailing individudével dynamics. €ople who pay more attentiom politics are far more likely

to participate in social forms of nemoting activities and these people tend to be located in wealthy communities
and those with relatively low levels of income heterogeneity. Residents who live imba@heMSAs are aso

more likely to report discrimination against themselves or an acquaintance, which also spurs them to participate
Unless they are accounted for (as in Model 2), these relationships decrease the gaps betwaahlbigincome
MSAs, and between hetegreneous and homogeneous MSAs
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Individual characteristics ara factgenerallyless importanthan community context
often faiing to reach statistical significanc&len and frequent church attenders are more likely
to attend political party meetings, bifié experiencesreotherwiseuninformative abouton
voting activities'® So are scioeconomic gradients, although a collegecation helps
Hispanics compose letters to public officials and disposable income allowsdldemate
money to candidate€thnic characteristics are similarly inconsistent: while proficiency with the
English languagerovides an avenue for commurtiog with elected officials and attendees at
party meetings, and while Hispanics of Mexican ancestry are especially likely to have
participated in meetings or demonstratiaregjvity and citizenship status have little to do with
participation. Foreigfborn Hispanics show deficits only in donating money to candidates, and
there are no significant differencesanynon-voting activity between citizens and noncitizens
(although the gap in party meeting attendance comes @esé®83]). For the most parthese

patterns are similar to those obtained when the political attitudinal variables are ex&luded.

“This is consistent, at |l east, with Jacksonds (2003) fi
from age than do Anglo whites.

1% Note that these indicators of political participation are-ssbrtedmeasures, which often diverge from
respondentsé actual |l evel s of participation (Cassel 20
types of communities are more likely to give false reports of their participation than are resid¢inds kinds of
communities, then estimates of community context effects on participation could be biased (Bernstein, Chadha, and
Montjoy 2001; Cassel 2003). However, the effects found in this research would be biased upward by false reporting
only if reddents of poorer and economically heterogeneous environments are more likely-tepmrer
participation than are respondents of wealthier and economically homogeneous environments. This is unlikely:
poorer people are less likely to vote, which woulelljkreduce the overeporting tendency of the people who live
around them; and it is in fahbmogeneousnvironments that create the propensity to give false reports of
participation (Bernstein et al. 2001). If anything, Hispanics living around manyldisganics wouldseem tcde
more likely to oveireport their levels of participation, a dynamic which would obscure any negative effect of ethnic
context as measured here.

One other possibility is that electoral competition is what truly drives patiigipand that the contextual
effects appear only because poor and economically heterogeneous metropolitan areas are concentrated in states with
high levels of electoral competitiorihis does not appear to be the case, tholigheated a measure of eteral
competition from data on the margin of victory in presidential, congressional, and gubernatoria{Bacasise of
shortcomings in the NSL6s geographic identifiers, el ect
Residents of stas where the victorious candidate in one of these races won by less than four percentage points were
coded as 1, all others were coded a80.this measure,lectoral competition in 2002 and 2004 tended to be limited
to states in the northern part oétbountry, where there are relatively few Hispani¢r gxample, nly 5 percent
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Do Contextual Effects Depend on Ethnic Characteristics?
As noted previously, some analysts have argued that the effects of community context
might vary ly immigrant generation and citizenship. | found no evidence of Hasisman tests
performed on models run separatelydachimmigrantgeneratiofiength of residence category,
and for citizens and necitizens,yielded few significant differences indleffects of the
independent variables, and no differences among the contextual characteristics. And more
narrowly targeted tests of interaction terms similarly revealed no significant differences beyond
chance levels by immigrant generation or citizepstatus in the effects of community context.
Thus the contextual effects described here appear to hold for the most meaningful subgroups of
Hispanics noncitizens and citizens, natibern Americans and immigrants, and those with
varying exposureto theAmerican political context
Discussion and Conclusion
The research presented here joins two streams of resetrplolitical action Hi spani cs
participation and the effects of community context on political actiM#nile there are reasons
that His@nics who live around many coethnics might be more likely to participate in gblitics
for example, the consciousness of belonging to a distinct minority group might stimulate political
engagemeidt | find no evidence to support this claim. But neither dghbinc enclaves present
an obstacle to American political l'i fe; rathe
does not appear to influence their participation at all.

What does matter is socioeconomic context. Hispanics in areas witldmiging

of the 2004 sample resided in a state with a competitive statewide election in 2002.) The only exception to this
pattern is Florida, which had a very tight Senate rac®@42 Because Floridians constitute almost one quarter of

the 2004 NSL, the measure of electoral competition is extrediffilyult to separate conceptually from the

influence of any political organizations unique to Floridldave therefore excluded theeasure of electoral

competition from the models presented here, althdweghfindings are substantively similar when including it in

models. Furthermore, electoral competition has no significant influence on any dependent variable examined here.
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residents are less likely to participate in politics, and those living in areas where the income
distribution is morealispersed (that is, where there is a wider range of incomes) are more likely to
do so. (However, median incomgeems to benore consequwial for registration thars income
heterogeneity, while the reverse is true for votinbhese dynamics become even clearer after
accounting for thetronger presence among Hispanics in figlome areas of two positive
predictors of participatiah a seise that political leaders care what they think and a belief that
they have been discriminated again&nd for all theemphasis on the diversity within the

Hispanic community, one thing at least unites them: the effects of context appear to hold for
themall and do not seem to vary by immigrant generation, length of residence in America, or
citizenship status.

But thesedynamicscannot be explained by any political attitudinal characteristic
available in the 2004 NSL. So what else migttount fothes intriguingpattern® Why are
residents of poor and economically heterogeneous gesasallymore likely to participate in
politics? Greater rates of abilizationin these placewould seem to be one possibility, although
the existing literature suggests that parties and other political organizationsvisatibterand
morehomogeneous areas, where residents are more likely to vote and can be more reliably
known from aggregateatlh. Perhaps recent efforts to get out the vote in poor areas are now
paying off. Information about n d i v claksicarisgodsneasd their desired level of
government intervention in society, along with the level of conflict and debate they pénceive
their communities, would also be desiralthesse are theoretically grounded mechanisms that
have found some support in empirical research.

These omitted variables might also explain whiynic contexperformed so weakiythe

effects of living in a higkHispanic area might offset each other in a process that cannot be
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captured with these data. If places with high proportions of Hispanics do indeed produce the
sorts of politically oriented ethnic organizations that cabifize voters (Wong 2006political
threats to Hispanic interests that can induce defensive participBfaaio{a andéegura 208), or
visible Latino candidates who can attract Hispanic citizens (Barreto 288#)the failure to
capture this dynamic wibd camouflageny negative effect of limg in Hispaniedominated
area® suchas the greater difficulty of communicating political information in linguistically
heterogeneous environments. Still, alternative measures of ethnic doexpdsure to foreign
born and pocEnglishspeaking residendsalso had no effect on participatissoethnic context
may indeed have neegative influence even if atk positiveeffects were accounted for

If nothing else, though, these results lend further strength tegatending finding in
political scienc@ social contextnattersfoo ne 6 s p o |l i tThesedindings eatfarvi or .
investigators otontextualkeffectson participatiorto distinguish between the average status of a
certain area and the variation arodhdt average, as the two can often have independent effects
not easily captured by a single summary scale. At the sametdistiactions should be made
between politics and other forms of disadvantagétigal inequality (in the form of differential
ahlity to influence public policy) does not seem to map cleanly onto more standard frameworks
of socioeconomic inequalityAt the individual level, material resources can be converted fairly
easily into some form of political influenée campaign donationpersuasive letters to public
officials, and the like. At the aggregate level, however, the opposite is true: after we account for
the socioeconomic composition of neighborhoods, poor areas participate more than wealthier
areas. That is, poor ardagvehigher rates of Hispanjgarticipaton than we might think given
the types of residents they contain.

Thus, while highpoverty neighborhoods and communities have been shown to have a
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wi de variety of negati ve c on enal@ttaianmenteasd labay r
market outcomes (Brooksunn et al. 1993; Harding 2003; Robert 1999; Sampson, Morenoff,
and GannofRowley 2002)low-income areas seem lbenefit their residents politically by
sparking participationOf coursethis dynamic iso consolation for those living in undesirable
place® particularly since that surprising amount of participation may stem from disteastit
does not seem to alter the overall direction of urban policy (see, e.g., Dreier, Mollenkopf, and
Swanstrom 204). Still, it does at leasirguefor more attention to the complex intersections

between political institutions and stratification systems more generally.
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