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CONTEXTUAL E FFECTS ON HISPANICSô POLITICAL PARTICIPATION: ETHNIC 

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 largely Anglo white samples has yielded no firm conclusions 

on whether the ethnic and socioeconomic character of communities should have benefits or 

liabilities for political activities.  Using U.S. Census data linked to a nationally representative 

survey of Hispanics, I show that the ethnic context of individualsô communities has no apparent 

effect on any form of political participation.  Community socioeconomic characteristics are more 

consequential: residents of low-income and economically heterogeneous areas are generally 

more likely to participate than are Hispanics living in wealthy and economically homogeneous 

areas.  While these effects cannot be easily explained, they hold for immigrant and native-born 

Hispanics, newcomers and longtime residents, and citizens and noncitizens alike.  The findings 

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 American political scene 

and have garnered substantial attention from academics in recent years (e.g., de la Garza 2004; 

DeSipio 1996).  Immigrants from Latin America constitute over half the recent arrivals to the 

United States (Passel and Suro 2005), and Hispanicsô share of the American population almost 

doubled from 1980 to 2000ða trend which owes much to the high fertility of Hispanics relative 

to whites as well as to immigration.   

 As the children of these immigrants make their way into adulthood, Hispanics will  

constitute a greater share of the voting-eligible population as well and have more political clout.  

Even today, though, Hispanics are being treated as crucial voting blocs in crucial Democratic 

primary states like California and Texas (Hendricks 2008; Rojas 2008)ðand even in states such 

as Iowa where their numbers have increased rapidly in the past decade (Wayne 2007). Their 

political behavior thus becomes increasingly important to understand.   

 Despite considerable research on the predictors of Hispanicsô voting activity (see de la 

Garza 2004 for a review), we lack knowledge about the influence of community characteristics: 

for example, should two Hispanics who live in communities with different socioeconomic 

characters have differing levels of political participation, even if they look quite similar in most 

respects as individuals?  Existing literature provides few guides here, for previous studies tend to 

contradict each other: there is disagreement whether communities with many racial/ethnic 

minorities or with many poor residents should increase or decrease rates of participation.  At the 

same time, such research has been limited largely to white and black respondents and has not 

treated Hispanics specificallyða regrettable omission, because Hispanics often live in very 

different kinds of communities (e.g., Morenoff and Tienda 1997) and constitute a diverse and 

internally heterogeneous group (e.g., Portes and Zhou 1993).  What studies we do have of 
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contextual effects on Hispanicsô participation is limited to voting and does not include wider 

measures of non-voting activities, even though Hispanic noncitizens are not legally barred from 

these actions, as they are from voting. 

 In this paper, I develop arguments for why community ethnic and socioeconomic context 

should influence Hispanicsô political participation and test them using census data linked to a 

2004 nationally representative survey of Hispanics.  Below, I begin by describing the relevance 

of community context and individual characteristics for political participation.  I then outline 

measures and models to estimate the effects of community context, discuss results, and conclude 

by offering some implications of these results for future research.   

Why Community Context Matters for Political Participation  

 How might the characteristics of oneôs community influence oneôs level of political 

participation?  The question here is whether two otherwise similar people who live in different 

types of communities have different levels of political participationðthat is, whether a 

communityôs characteristics are related to its levels of participation even after accounting for the 

kinds of people it contains.  I now discuss three dimensions of community context that could 

have this sort of influence: racial/ethnic characteristics, average socioeconomic status, and 

economic heterogeneity.        

Racial/Ethnic Context 

 Living around other Hispanics might spark Hispanicsô political participation for several 

reasons.  First, having coethnics around may foster the sort of political discussion that leads to 

political engagement (Mutz 2002).  Second, it could make one conscious of belonging to a 

disadvantaged group, which has been shown to encourage the sorts of participation that can 

redress inequality (Miller et al. 1981; Sanchez 2006; Stokes 2003).  Third, large groups of 
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minorities may provide 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 1992).  High-

Hispanic communities are also likely to spawn strong ethnic organizations that can perform their 

own mobilization tasks (Ramírez 2007; Wong 2006).  And finally, where Hispanics constitute a 

substantial proportion of the population, Hispanic candidatesðwho can spark Hispanic votersô 

interest and participation (Barreto 2007)ðmay be more likely to emerge.  In a related way, 

although I am not aware of any published research on this subject, it is possible that state and 

local governments are more responsive to large Hispanic constituencies, which would give 

Hispanics living in these areas more of a sense that their voice mattersðand thus more reason to 

participate. 

 The most direct evidence for these possibilities comes from studies of black political 

engagement.
1
  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 blacks (Schlichting, Tuckel, 

and Maisel 1998), and African Americans living in high-black neighborhoods in Los Angeles are 

more likely to belong to a political organization than those living in areas with lower black 

proportions (Stoll 2001).  Conversely, ethnic minorities in high-white 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 higher-minority areas (Oliver 2001, 

chap. 4).   

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

                                                 
1
 Barreto, Segura, and Woods (2004) have shown that Hispanics living in a congressional district where they 

constitute a majority are more likely to vote than are others.  However, congressional districts are often quite large in 

land area and population, and the dynamics at work in majority-Hispanic districts are likely different from the ones I 

have described here. 
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mainly due to the aggregated properties of their individual members.  First, in communities 

comprising many recent immigrants who lack experience with the American political system and 

English language skills needed to follow politics, residents may not find the sort of environment 

that is conducive to political discussion and mobilization and thus may be less likely to engage in 

political activityðregardless of their own personal characteristics.  Second, communities with 

high proportions of Hispanics, insofar as they expand immigrant residentsô social networks, 

might also make it easier for those residents to follow politics in their home countries (Guarnizo, 

Haller, and Portes 2003), thus further lowering the participation potential of the area by crowding 

out attention to American politics (Lien 2006; Masuoka 2008; Staton, Jackson, and Canache 

2007; but see Hritzuk and Park 2000).  Third, 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 least for those who identify strongly with Hispanics as 

a group (Schildkraut 2005).   

 Evidence for the negative effect of concentrated ethnic environments comes from Asian 

Americans, who are less likely to vote when they live among clusters of their own ethnic groups 

than when they are more integrated into other racial environments (although California may be 

an exception to this trend) (Tam Cho et al. 2006).  And Latinos living in high-minority 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 informative to separate the role of socioeconomic community context into two 

dimensions: the central tendency of an areaôs socioeconomic character (hereafter labeled 
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ñaverage statusò) and its dispersion (hereafter referred to as ñsocioeconomic heterogeneityò).  As 

with ethnic context, each can potentially have positive and negative effects on the political 

participation of an areaôs residents.   

 Communities with higher average status (i.e., wealthier and/or more educated residents) 

could increase the participation of their residents, regardless of the residentsô own socioeconomic 

status, for two main reasons.  First, individual-level 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 peopleðthe sort of people who are more likely to participate in politicsðoneôs 

own participation may thus be encouraged by a vibrant public sphere.  We know that citizens 

with large discussion networks and who discuss political issues frequently are 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 high-status contexts foster those favorable network 

properties, those contexts may lead to participation.  Second, political mobilization may also be 

more likely in higher-status communities.  Political parties tend to recruit selectively, 

concentrating their resources on areas with wealthy residents who will likely turn out to vote at 

high rates (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993:32-33). 

 Whatever the reason, individuals residing in neighborhoods with high levels of 

educational attainment are more likely to vote and to contact officials than are residents of less 

well-educated areas, regardless of their individual educational histories (Campbell 2006) and 

even after controlling for mobilization (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Leighley 1990).  And 

neighborhood poverty appears to lower the probability of discussing politics with family and 

friends and donating money to candidates and parties (though not the probability of attending 

community meetings) for African Americans in Detroit (Cohen and Dawson 1993). 
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 Other evidence, however, suggests that high-status community contexts could depress 

participation, and it may instead be 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 of public property, and residents are not shy about petitioning government to meet 

their needs, as a wide variety of case studies suggests (Carr 2003; Henig 1982; Rooney 1995).  

For example, Patrick Carrôs (2003) ethnographic study of Chicago neighborhoods revealed that 

high crime rates spurred citizens to demand more resources from local officials and to ensure 

that criminal sentences were longer.   These inducements to participation are absent in wealthier 

places; as Oliver (1999:191) argues, ñin cities where citizens face fewer social problems, they 

should have fewer incentives to pay attention to local affairs or to participate in local politics.ò  

A second possibility is that residents of poor areas are more likely to acquire a sense of class 

consciousness that fuels political action (Lawless and Fox 2001), in much the same way that 

high-Hispanic contexts might spark participation among Hispanics (Miller et al. 1981; Stokes 

2003). 

 There is only one finding that high-status communities might lower participation: Oliver 

(2001, chap. 3) finds that residents of wealthier places tend to participate less than citizens living 

in poorer places.  But indirect evidence comes from aggregate-level relationships that run 

counter to individual-level relationships: cities with low average educational attainment have 

higher rates of voting than more highly educated cities despite the strong positive individual-

level relationship between education and voting (Alford and Lee 1968).  Alex-Assensoh (1998, 

chap. 6) finds a similar dynamic: residents of high-poverty neighborhoods tend to participate in 

non-voting activities such as contacting officials, signing petitions, and discussing political 

issues more than do residents of low-poverty 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 distrust that stems from inequality and the 

cross-pressures that result from living in a diverse area.
2
  First, residents of areas with high 

inequality may lack the interpersonal trust that feeds participation (Alesina and La Ferrara 2002; 

Boeckmann and Tyler 2002; Uslaner and Brown 2005).  We also know that Americans tend to 

select their discussion networks from those who are similar to them (Marsden 1987; McPherson, 

Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001), and inequality may depress participation to the extent that 

residents of areas with high economic heterogeneity find it harder to make contact with those 

who are similar to them.  Second, people in unequal communities may be more confused about 

their interests because they have wider-ranging ties across the socioeconomic spectrum.  These 

ñcross-pressuresò raise the cognitive costs of participating in politics by making political 

decisions harder and can lead people to withdraw from politics: rather than make a tough choice, 

they may decline to choose at all.  People in heterogeneous environments and with politically 

heterogeneous discussion networks are more ambivalent about politics and therefore participate 

less (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1944:56-64; Mutz 2002) than are people less exposed to 

such tension.   

 Or is homogeneity a deadening political environment, while heterogeneity sparks 

participation?  Although cross-pressures provide some minimum degree of consensus that allows 

democracy to take root, effective democratic governance requires conflict in addition to harmony 

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

                                                 
2
 Other analysts (e.g., Solt 2008) argue that inequality 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 operating at the community level. 



Context and Hispanicsô Political Participation    8 

 

and debate on which democratic participation thrives (Oliver 2001, chap. 3).  But diversity does 

not necessarily breed conflict and distrust, and heterogeneity 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 of a stable 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 heterogeneity (not 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 homogeneous areas, partly because they are more 

interested in politics.   But the idea has a longer history: analyses emerging from the early 

Chicago school of urban ecology claimed that economic competition among diverse groups of 

people spawned organized and collective efforts to advance group interests (McKenzie [1925] 

1967). 

Individual Characteristics 

 To obtain good estimates of these community characteristicsô effects, it is important to 

account for relevant properties of individuals.  Below, I describe three broad sets of such 

properties: life experiences, socioeconomic resources, and ethnic characteristics.  

 Life Experiences.  Peopleôs political participation varies according to their life 

commitments.  It can take time for individuals to gain the interest in 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 older ages.  Having a 
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spouse and/or children may also increase oneôs stake in the world and drive participation 

(although the time required to care for very young children may distract parents from political 

endeavors) (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995, chap. 10).  

Finally, work and church can both be important sites of information dissemination and political 

mobilization (Verba et al. 1995, chap. 13).   

 Socioeconomic Resources.  The material conditions of oneôs life matter as well.  Political 

participation entails certain costs in time and money for few apparent immediate benefits, and 

socioeconomic resources 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 them (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980).  Income also matters 

insofar as the propertied have a greater stake in the existing order and more resources to expend 

on political action (Verba et al. 1995, chaps. 7, 10).  Although the classic studies of participation 

did not focus on Hispanics specifically, socioeconomic status does seem to influence their levels 

of political activity (Highton and Burris 2002; Jackson 2003; Martinez 2005).  

 Ethnic Characteristics.  Other analysts call attention to the substantial diversity within the 

Hispanic community and argue that the power of these traditional explanations of participation is 

limited; they focus instead on ethnic characteristics such as nativity and length of residence.  

Foreign-born Hispanic Americans, accustomed to other political contexts, tend to acclimate only 

gradually to American institutions, and proficiency with the English language eases their 

transition to political engagement in America (Garcia and Sanchez 2004; Highton and Burris 

2002; Leal 2002; Martinez 2005; Ramakrishnan and Espenshade 2001; 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 way toward getting one 

involved (see, e.g., Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba et al. 1995, chap. 5), and this may be 

especially true for Hispanics (Hritzuk and Park 2000; Michelson 2003, 2006; Ramírez 2005).  

Electoral competition is another; individuals are more likely to participate when the outcome of 

an election is in doubt, leading them to believe that their vote can make a difference (e.g., Cox 

1988).  David Campbell (2006) has made a persuasive case for the influence of political 

heterogeneityðthat is, the diversity of partisan or ideological affinities in oneôs communityðon 

participation.   

 However, my intent here is only to examine the effects of community context on 

participation, not to deliver a comprehensive account of political participation.  In doing so, it is 

crucial to account for all variables that could create a spurious relationship between context and 

participation while not including variables that transmit the effect of context.  None of these 

alternate explanationsðmobilization, electoral competition, or political heterogeneityðfalls into 

this set of variables: it is implausible that they are antecedent to the composition of a community, 

but they do provide plausible links between community context and participation.  I discussed 

above several ways in which the probability of mobilization might be influenced by the 

composition of a community; as for 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 influenced by the 

sociodemographic character of a community rather than as an influence affecting what sorts of 

people live in an area (Brown 1981).  Thus I have not emphasized any of these as exogenous 

explanations of political participation.  

 I do examine one interesting dynamic that could condition the effect of community 
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context: the considerable diversity that exists in the term ñHispanic.ò  That is, the effects of 

contextual predictors on participation might depend on the individualôs nativity, length of 

residence, or citizenship (Ramakrishnan 2005).  This 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 keep voting (barring severe 

dislocation such as a lost job or a divorce) (Plutzer 2002).  Thus 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 same might be true for first-generation 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 of previous experience 

with the American political context might make their experiences in their community even more 

consequential as a source of political socialization. 

Methods 

Data: The National Survey of Latinos 

 I test these accounts with the Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family Foundation 2004 

National Survey of Latinos: Politics and Civic Engagement data, which provide a representative 

sample of Hispanics in the contiguous United States.  The survey provides geographic identifiers 

for the respondentôs metropolitan statistical area (MSA)
3
 and contains a wide range of 

information on respondentsô political activities and attitudes.  Although these analyses exclude 

individuals living in nonmetropolitan counties, over 90 percent of Hispanics in America live in 

MSAs (Frey 2006); and this survey covers well over one hundred metropolitan areasðover one 

third of all the MSAs in America. Furthermore, Spanish-language survey administration was 

                                                 
3
 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 ñMSAò to represent ñPMSAò throughout. 
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available, ensuring a wide range of Hispanic respondents. 

Dependent Variables: Political Participation 

 Registration and Voting.  I include two variables assessing respondentsô voting 

participation: being registered to vote at oneôs current address in 2004, and having voted in the 

2002 midterm election.
4
   These analyses are limited to U.S. citizens (since noncitizens are  not 

eligible to vote); analyses of voting are further limited to respondents who were registered to 

vote at their current address and who were at least 20 years old in 2004, as 18- and 19-year-olds 

would have been too young to vote in 2002. 

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

take place outside formal state-run electoral systems: contacting elected officials, donating 

money to candidates, working for political campaigns, attending political meetings or 

demonstrations, and attending meetings of political parties.  Other analysts have combined these 

activities into an index with voting; but the greater media attention devoted to elections and the 

relative ease of votingðone need only select from a slate of predetermined candidatesðseem to 

make it a different type of participation from the other five forms, all of which require substantial 

amounts of time, energy, or money (Verba et al. 1995:23-24).  Furthermore, noncitizens can 

engage in all of these, while they are barred from casting ballots.  Question wordings for all 

measures of participation can be found in Table 1. 

(Table 1 about here) 

Independent Variables 

                                                 
4
 In addition to these items, the 2004 NSL includes questions about having voted in 2000 and having ever voted in 

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

here: respondents may have lived in very different areas from their current location when they voted, and their 

current community may be somewhat different from the one that may have influenced prior political behavior.  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 address should resolve most temporal discrepancies. 
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 Community Context.  Individualsô community contexts cannot be assessed at the 

neighborhood level with these data because geographic identifiers are available only for MSAs, 

which typically include several counties and can contain millions of residents.
5
  However, there 

is a way to incorporate information on finer-grained units of geographical context.  The Census 

Bureau has subdivided counties into census tracts, which in the 2000 Census contain an average 

of 4,000 residents; as such, tracts are a reasonable approximation of a neighborhood and are 

commonly used in studies of neighborhood effects, although they are not unproblematic (see, 

e.g., 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 tractôs contribution to the average is weighted by its Hispanic population.  The resulting 

measure is an exposure index, such as those commonly used in studies of racial residential 

segregation, and yields a more precise measure of MSA-level conditions from the perspective of 

an average Hispanic than the unweighted average MSA conditions.  These are calculated as 

follows: for a given contextual measure X,  

         (1) 

where hj is the number of Hispanics in census tract j, H is the total number of Hispanics in the 

MSA, tj is the total population of census tract j, and xj is the number of residents falling into a 

certain category.  To examine ethnic context, I use the number of Hispanics (which is equivalent 

to an isolation index for Hispanics).  For socioeconomic context, I use two measures: median 

                                                 
5
 The concept of community, of course, is problematic.  While it would be preferable to have additional information 

about respondentsô neighborhoods and what respondents perceive as their true ñcommunity,ò and while there is 

substantial diversity within MSAs, I believe that metropolitan area characteristics are still useful as indicators of 

individualsô community context.  First, they provide the broad constraints within which individuals construct their 

social networks.  Second, residents are likely to be aware of events and trends in their metropolitan area, if only 

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

(Lacy 1984:640-41; Maier 2005), and Nielsen television markets are often even bigger than MSAs. And third, the 

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

just from respondentsô local neighborhoods. 
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household income and the l
2
 measure of income heterogeneity.  The latter is constructed from 

ordered categorical data on the number of households falling into a certain income range.  Like 

nominal measures of variation such as the index of qualitative variation, l
2
 runs from 0 to 1, with 

higher values representing greater dispersion, heterogeneity, or ñinequality.ò
6
  Unlike nominal 

measures, though, l
2
 preserves the ordered nature of the income categories (Blair and Lacy 

2000).   

 The resulting measures can be interpreted as the proportion of Hispanics, the median 

income, or the level of income heterogeneity in the census tract of an average Hispanic resident 

of an MSA.  Median household income has been logged to address skew, and income 

heterogeneity has been divided by 100 to yield more interpretable coefficients.      

 I control as well for the population size of each MSA because residents of highly 

populated areas tend to participate less than residents of smaller communities (Oliver 2001, chap. 

2); this has been logged to address skew.  Finally, I have also included dummy variables for 

California and Texas, the two 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 above.
7
   

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

characteristics likely change only gradually, community characteristics in 2000 are not likely to 

                                                 
6
 The quotes signify that l

2
 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 of an inequality measure, and this will happen with the l
2
 measure only if the 

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

 
7
 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 survey data.  Descriptive statistics for all variables and intercorrelations for the measures of 

participation and community context can be found in Tables A-1 and A-2 of the appendix.
8
 

 Individual Characteristics.  I assess life experiences with variables for gender (female = 

1; male = 0), age (in years, with a quadratic term to model the downturn in participation among 

the very old, created by squaring the mean-centered age variable), and dummy variables for 

being married, having children, and being employed.  I also include a six-point church 

attendance scale running from ñneverò to ñmore than once a week.ò  Socioeconomic 

characteristics include both education (four categories) and income.  The NSLôs income variable 

gives only ranges of individualsô incomes.  I have transformed these into dollar amounts by 

assigning respondents the midpoint of their given categories; the result has been logged to 

address skew. 

 Ethnic characteristics include ancestry (dummy variables for Mexican, Puerto Rican, and 

Cuban, with all others as the reference category), English proficiency (a scale running from 0, for 

those who speak and read English ñjust a littleò or ñnot at all,ò to 2, for those who both speak and 

read English ñvery wellò), and a combination of length of residence in America and immigrant 

generation (dummy variables for first-generation immigrants who arrived 15 or more years ago 

[the median length of residence], and second- or third-generation immigrants; first-generation 

immigrants who arrived fewer than 15 years ago serve as the reference category, and respondents 

                                                 
8
 As one can see from Table A-1, 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 Current Population Survey (58 percent and 58 percent 

respectively).  It is likely that three dynamics produce this apparent overrepresentation of registered citizens and 

voters: first, Hispanics in nonmetropolitan counties appear in the CPS but were excluded from these analyses; 

second, a disproportionate number of non-registered citizens and non-voters 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 do so.  It is difficult to speculate about the bias introduced by the first and second factors, but I will describe 

later how estimates might be affected by inaccurate self-reports of participation (see Note 16). 
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born in Puerto Rico have been classified as first-generation).
9
  Non-citizens are formally barred 

from registering to vote and have been omitted from analyses of registration and voting, but I 

include a dummy variable for U.S. citizens in all analyses of non-voting activities. 

 Mechanisms of Contextual Influence.  The preceding review of previous research 

identified several explanations for why individualsô community context might have the effect 

that it does.  Unfortunately, the NSL does not include information on the political content of 

respondentsô social networks or on whether they have been contacted by political parties, both of 

which have been shown by Hritzuk and Park (2000) to be important predictors of Hispanicsô 

political participation.
10

  However, it is possible to test many political attitudinal qualities that are 

related to these characteristics: attention to politics, personal experiences with discrimination, 

perceived responsiveness of officials, perceived openness of the American system (a sense that 

the American government can be influenced by citizens), and external political efficacy (a sense 

that political leaders care about ñwhat people like me thinkò).  (See Table 1 for full details.)  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 dichotomous, I employ logit models.  Additionally, 

because NSL respondents are clustered within metropolitan areas, the error terms of regression 

models may be correlated within these areasða fact which violates a key assumption of standard 

regression analysis and leads to the underestimation of standard errors.  I therefore use the 

                                                 
9
 There are not many second-generation immigrants in the 2004 NSL, and I have combined them with third-

generation immigrants for simplicity.  There are no significant differences in political participation between the 

second and third generations. 

 
10

 However, the absence of these important variables from 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 away part of the total contextual effect 

from the beginning. 
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Huber-White cluster-corrected standard errors provided by Stata; these adjust for this 

possibility.
11

  I have also used 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 characteristicsô coefficients 

represent only their net effect.  As I have noted, there are reasons why high-Hispanic, wealthy, 

and economically heterogeneous communities might both increase and decrease the participation 

of their residents.  The question then becomes which set of mechanisms is stronger for each 

community characteristic, and it is important throughout to remember that each contextual 

coefficient likely represents competing dynamics. 

Results 

 I discuss registration and voting first, focusing on the effects of community context and 

then turning to individual-level influences.  I then address non-voting activities and findings on 

whether contextual effects vary by ethnic characteristics.   

Contextual Influences on Registration and Voting 

 Table 2 presents regression results from analyses of voter registration and having voted in 

2002.  I first discuss Model 1, which presents the total direct impact of MSA-level 

characteristics, and then 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 

                                                 
11

 A random-intercepts approach is another way of addressing autocorrelation, but almost one third of the MSAs in 

these data contain only one respondent, and 53 percent of them contain three or fewerða 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 can raise or lower rates of participation in electoral arenas.  I also tested 

alternative measures of ethnic context with indices measuring the exposure of Hispanics to 

foreign-born residents, to residents who speak English ñpoorlyò or ñnot at all,ò and to all 

nonwhite residents; none had a significant impact on either measure of electoral participation. 

 Socioeconomic context, in contrast, influences both registration and voting.  However, 

median household income and income heterogeneity matter in different ways.  Median 

household income has a strong negative impact on registering to vote but no significant effect on 

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

does not significantly influence registration.  I will discuss 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 of individual characteristics?  Married Hispanics are more likely to be 

registered to vote, and older Hispanics are more likely to be registered and to have voted in 

2002.  However, no other life-cycle characteristic attains statistical significance.  Among 

socioeconomic characteristics, educationða strong positive predictor of voting and 

registrationðis clearly more important than income (cf. Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980).  A 

more interesting story resides in ethnic characteristics, where no statistically significant gradients 

emerge among different ancestral origins, levels of proficiency with the English language, or 

immigrant generation.  (However, there is one almost-significant effectðCuban-Americans are 

less likely to have voted in 2002 [p = .094].)  

 Model 2 adds the potential political attitudinal mechanisms by which community median 

household income might depress registration rates, and income heterogeneity raise the likelihood 

of voting, but none can explain these dynamics.  While respondents who pay more attention to 
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politics are significantly more likely to be registered to vote, and while those who have more 

confidence that ñpeople like [them]ò can influence politicians are almost-significantly more 

likely to register (p = .082), these patterns do not appear to mediate the effect of community 

median income.  Indeed, the relationship between median household income and registration 

strengthens: once the greater average levels of political attention and external political efficacy 

among residents of wealthier areas is accounted for, the full registration deficit of wealthier areas 

becomes clear.  And there is almost no change in the effect of income heterogeneity on having 

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

both strong positive predictors of voting.
12

  

 How strong are these relationships after accounting for the political attitudinal variables?  

Figure 1-A displays the predicted probability of being registered to vote by median household 

income, while Figure 1-B shows the predicted probability of having voted in 2002 by income 

heterogeneity.  Both graphs include attention to politics, one of the strongest individual-level 

predictors of participation, as a reference by which to gauge the contextual effects.  All other 

variables have been set to their means. 

 (Figure 1 about here) 

 As shown in Figure 1-A, respondents in poor areas (the 5
th
 percentile of logged median 

income) have an average probability of registering to vote of 0.92 when all other variables are 

held at their means; those in wealthy areas (the 95
th
 percentile) have an average probability of 

registering of 0.78.  This is not quite as strong as the effect of paying attention to politicsðthose 

                                                 
12

 I also investigated as potential mediators questions about perceptions of discrimination against Hispanics as a 

group, trust in government, and transnational political orientations as potential 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, I have excluded them from analyses 

presented here, although results are substantively identical when including them. 
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who pay no attention to politics have a probability of registering to vote of 0.72, while those who 

pay a lot of attention have a probability of registering of 0.92ðbut it is substantial nonetheless.  

 Turning to the effect of income heterogeneity on voting (Figure 1-B), about 94 percent of 

residents of MSAs where the income distribution is relatively dispersed (the 95
th
 percentile of 

income heterogeneity) voted in 2002, while only about 71 percent of residents of MSAs with a 

relatively concentrated income distribution did soða sizeable difference, considering the ease of 

voting relative to other forms of political participation.  Gradients in voting by economic 

heterogeneity are almost as strong as those by attention to politics: on average, about 92 percent 

of those who pay ña lot of attentionò voted, while only 64 percent of those who pay no attention 

at all did so. 

Contextual Influences on Non-Voting Activities 

 The effects of community context on non-voting activities follow much the same pattern.  

Table 3 displays results; only models including the political attitudinal characteristics (as in 

Model 2 of Table 1) are shown here, although I will note any substantive differences between 

these models and models without the attitudinal measures.   

 (Table 3 about here) 

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

significant effects on any form of non-voting activity, and the signs of the coefficients are mixed.  

Again, there is no evidence here that large agglomerations of Hispanics provide a strong base for 

Hispanic political activity or that they inhibit the growth of political action.  Alternative 

measures of ethnic context described earlier also had no impact here.  

 Socioeconomic context again matters more than ethnic context.  As with electoral 

participation, people in wealthier communities are significantly less likely to donate money to 
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candidates and work for candidatesô campaigns; and residents of socioeconomically diverse 

areas are significantly more likely to work for candidates, attend public meetings or 

demonstrations, and attend party meetings.  While not all coefficients are statistically significant, 

the valence of the relationships provides some additional support for the prevalence of these 

patterns: with the exception of contacting elected officials, all median household income 

coefficients are negative and all income heterogeneity coefficients are positive.
13

   

 Furthermore, the statistically significant relationships are fairly strong.  Hispanics who 

live in the poorest communities, for example, have odds of donating money to and working for 

political candidates that are 3.3 times the odds for residents of the richest areas.  Gradients by 

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

similar magnitude.  While these effects are smaller than those of attention to politicsðthe odds 

of participating in each of these acts for the most attentive are between 7 and 21 times the odds 

of participation for the least attentiveðthe influence of socioeconomic context is still 

considerable, especially when compared to that of most individual characteristics.
14

   

                                                 
13

 However, no contextual or individual-level measure analyzed in this paper has a statistically significant effect on 

the total number of non-voting acts in which one engages, with the exception of attention to politics.  Results from 

these supplementary zero-inflated Poisson models are available upon request.  Another way to conceptualize non-

voting activity is to divide the various acts into individual acts (contacting officials and donating money can be done 

in isolation) and social acts (working 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 are (Giles 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 individual acts (contacting 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 social non-voting activities or that the effects of 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 individual-level dynamics.  People who pay more attention to politics are far more likely 

to participate in social forms of non-voting activities, and these people tend to be located in wealthy communities 

and those with relatively low levels of income heterogeneity.  Residents who live in high-income MSAs are also 

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 between high- and low-income 

MSAs, and between heterogeneous and homogeneous MSAs.   
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 Individual characteristics are in fact generally less important than community context, 

often failing to reach statistical significance.  Men and frequent church attenders are more likely 

to attend political party meetings, but life experiences are otherwise uninformative about non-

voting activities.
15

  So are socioeconomic gradients, although a college education helps 

Hispanics compose letters to public officials and disposable income allows them to donate 

money to candidates.  Ethnic characteristics are similarly inconsistent: while proficiency with the 

English language provides an avenue for communicating with elected officials and attendees at 

party meetings, and while Hispanics of Mexican ancestry are especially likely to have 

participated in meetings or demonstrations, nativity and citizenship status have little to do with 

participation.  Foreign-born Hispanics show deficits only in donating money to candidates, and 

there are no significant differences in any non-voting activity between citizens and noncitizens 

(although the gap in party meeting attendance comes close [p = .083]).  For the most part, these 

patterns are similar to those obtained when the political attitudinal variables are excluded.
16
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 This is consistent, at least, with Jacksonôs (2003) finding that Hispanics derive more of a participation advantage 

from age than do Anglo whites. 

 
16

 Note that these indicators of political participation are self-reported measures, which often diverge from 

respondentsô actual levels of participation (Cassel 2002; Shaw, de la Garza, and Lee 2000).  If residents of certain 

types of communities are more likely to give false reports of their participation than are residents of other 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 residents of poorer and economically heterogeneous environments are more likely to over-report 

participation than are respondents of wealthier and economically homogeneous environments.  This is unlikely: 

poorer people are less likely to vote, which would likely reduce the over-reporting tendency of the people who live 

around them; and it is in fact homogeneous environments that create the propensity to give false reports of 

participation (Bernstein et al. 2001).  If anything, Hispanics living around many other Hispanics would seem to be 

more likely to over-report 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 participation, and that the contextual 

effects appear only because poor and economically heterogeneous metropolitan areas are concentrated in states with 

high levels of electoral competition.  This does not appear to be the case, though.  I created a measure of electoral 

competition from data on the margin of victory in presidential, congressional, and gubernatorial races.  (Because of 

shortcomings in the NSLôs geographic identifiers, electoral competition cannot be assessed below the state level.)  

Residents of states where the victorious candidate in one of these races won by less than four percentage points were 

coded as 1; all others were coded as 0.  By this measure, electoral competition in 2002 and 2004 tended to be limited 

to states in the northern part of the country, where there are relatively few Hispanics.  (For example, only 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 by immigrant generation and citizenship.  I found no evidence of this.  Hausman tests 

performed on models run separately for each immigrant generation/length of residence category, 

and for citizens and non-citizens, yielded few significant differences in the effects 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 citizenship status 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, native-born Americans and immigrants, and those with 

varying exposures to the American political context. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The research presented here joins two streams of research into political action: Hispanicsô 

participation and the effects of community context on political activity.  While there are reasons 

that Hispanics who live around many coethnics might be more likely to participate in politicsð

for example, the consciousness of belonging to a distinct minority group might stimulate political 

engagementðI find no evidence to support this claim.  But neither do Hispanic enclaves present 

an obstacle to American political life; rather, the ethnic character of Hispanicsô communities 

does not appear to influence their participation at all. 

 What does matter is socioeconomic context.  Hispanics in areas with high-earning 

                                                                                                                                                             
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 race in 2004.  Because Floridians constitute almost one quarter of 

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

influence of any political organizations unique to Florida.  I have therefore excluded the measure of electoral 

competition from the models presented here, although key findings 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 more dispersed (that is, where there is a wider range of incomes) are more likely to 

do so.  (However, median income seems to be more consequential for registration than is income 

heterogeneity, while the reverse is true for voting.)  These dynamics become even clearer after 

accounting for the stronger presence among Hispanics in high-income areas of two positive 

predictors of participationða sense that political leaders care what they think and a belief that 

they have been discriminated against.  And for all the emphasis on the diversity within the 

Hispanic community, one thing at least unites them: the effects of context appear to hold for 

them all and do not seem to vary by immigrant generation, length of residence in America, or 

citizenship status. 

 But these dynamics cannot be explained by any political attitudinal characteristic 

available in the 2004 NSL.  So what else might account for these intriguing patterns?  Why are 

residents of poor and economically heterogeneous areas generally more likely to participate in 

politics?  Greater rates of mobilization in these places would seem to be one possibility, although 

the existing literature suggests that parties and other political organizations target wealthier and 

more homogeneous areas, where residents are more likely to vote and can be more reliably 

known from aggregate data.  Perhaps recent efforts to get out the vote in poor areas are now 

paying off.  Information about individualsô class consciousness and their desired level of 

government intervention in society, along with the level of conflict and debate they perceive in 

their communities, would also be desirable; these are theoretically grounded mechanisms that 

have found some support in empirical research. 

 These omitted variables might also explain why ethnic context performed so weakly: the 

effects of living in a high-Hispanic 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 can mobilize voters (Wong 2006), political 

threats to Hispanic interests that can induce defensive participation (Pantoja and Segura 2003), or 

visible Latino candidates who can attract Hispanic citizens (Barreto 2007), then the failure to 

capture this dynamic would camouflage any negative effect of living in Hispanic-dominated 

areasðsuch as the greater difficulty of communicating political information in linguistically 

heterogeneous environments.  Still, alternative measures of ethnic contextðexposure to foreign-

born and poor-English-speaking residentsðalso had no effect on participation, so ethnic context 

may indeed have no negative influence even if all its positive effects were accounted for. 

 If nothing else, though, these results lend further strength to a longstanding finding in 

political scienceðsocial context matters for oneôs political behavior.  These findings call for 

investigators of contextual effects on participation to distinguish between the average status of a 

certain area and the variation around that average, as the two can often have independent effects 

not easily captured by a single summary scale.  At the same time, distinctions should be made 

between politics and other forms of disadvantage; political inequality (in the form of differential 

ability to influence public policy) does not seem to map cleanly onto more standard frameworks 

of socioeconomic inequality.  At the individual level, material resources can be converted fairly 

easily into some form of political influenceð campaign donations, persuasive 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 areas have higher rates of Hispanic participation than we might think given 

the types of residents they contain.   

 Thus, while high-poverty neighborhoods and communities have been shown to have a 



Context and Hispanicsô Political Participation    26 

 

wide variety of negative consequences for individualsô health, educational attainment, and labor 

market outcomes (Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993; Harding 2003; Robert 1999; Sampson, Morenoff, 

and Gannon-Rowley 2002), low-income areas seem to benefit their residents politically by 

sparking participation.  Of course, this dynamic is no consolation for those living in undesirable 

placesðparticularly since that surprising amount of participation may stem from distressðand it 

does not seem to alter the overall direction of urban policy (see, e.g., Dreier, Mollenkopf, and 

Swanstrom 2004).  Still, it does at least argue for more attention to the complex intersections 

between political institutions and stratification systems more generally.  
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