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About This Report

California is home to more than 36 million people, according to the state’s Department of  Finance.  Of  those 
36 million residents, the Secretary of  State’s office estimates that about 22 million are eligible to vote.  More 
than one-third of  the state’s residents—about 14 million Californians—are ineligible to vote because they are 
not of  age, not legal citizens, or are convicted felons currently incarcerated or on parole. 

Of  the 22 million Californians eligible to vote, about 16.5 million were registered as of  the November 2004 
election.  Another 5.5 million Californians, representing one-fourth of  all eligible voters in the state, are 
unregistered to vote.  Voter turnout in statewide elections varies from year to year, ranging from as many as 
nearly 12.6 million voters in the November 2004 presidential election, to as few as 5.3 million in the March 
2002 statewide primary election.

It has been widely noted in recent years that California’s voting population does not reflect the demographics 
of  the state.  Though California’s population grows increasingly younger and more diverse, California’s voting 
population continues to be dominated by older, white voters.  Demographers estimate that if  these trends 
continue, whites will constitute 30 percent of  the state’s population by 2040 but will still make up the majority 
of  California voters.  Such trends may increase the likelihood that California’s elected representatives will 
inevitably be more concerned with representing the interests of  a limited, nonrepresentative portion of  the 
California public.  

Comparing 2000 Census data with 2000 presidential exit poll data collected by the Los Angeles Times provides 
examples of  the disparities between California’s public and California’s electorate:

• Whites comprise 50 percent of  California’s population, but 73 percent of  California’s electorate;  

• Californians age 45 and older comprise only 34 percent of  the state’s population, but 52 percent of  
the electorate; and

• Californians who earn $75,000 or more per year comprise 22 percent of  the state’s population, but 
37 percent of  the electorate.

The challenge in shaping an electorate that reflects the diversity of  the state is compounded by the fact that 
the state’s population is constantly growing.  While the number of  voters participating in statewide elections 
has increased tremendously over the past several decades, the percentage of  eligible voters participating in 
elections has not kept pace with the growth in population. 

About the California Voter Participation Survey

In 2004, the California Voter Foundation (CVF) undertook a year-long research project, funded with a grant 
from The James Irvine Foundation, to facilitate greater awareness of  California voter participation barriers 
and incentives, particularly among groups currently underrepresented in the state’s voting population.

About This Report
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In the summer of  2004, on behalf  of  CVF, David Binder Research conducted a statewide survey of  2,145 
Californians.  Two kinds of  eligible California voters were surveyed: registered, infrequent voters who have 
voted in one or none of  the last four elections; and unregistered, eligible Californians. 

To prepare for the survey, CVF commissioned four sets of  focus groups comprised of  infrequent Latino, 
Asian Pacific Islander (API), African American and young voters, with assistance from the National 
Association of  Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO) Educational Fund, the Asian Pacific 
American Legal Center, the California State Conference of  the National Association for the Advancement 
of  Colored People, and David Binder Research.  Representatives from these organizations also served 
as a research advisory group throughout the project and provided input on the survey methodology and 
questions.   

Survey Methodology

The survey was conducted by telephone between July 25 and September 22, 2004, with two separate samples 
of  1,000 respondents and an oversampling of  145 respondents. The first sample of  1,000 infrequent 
California voters was drawn from a list of  registered voters who have voted in zero or one of  the last four 
statewide elections. Respondents were screened to ensure that they were registered to vote and that they 
describe themselves as voting in none or some of  the last four elections.

The second sample of  1,000 California nonvoters was sampled through random digit dialing methodology. 
Respondents were contacted randomly and then were screened for voter registration and eligibility. All 
respondents were ensured to be unregistered, 18 years of  age or older and citizens of  the United States.  Each 
sample has a margin of  error of  3.1 percent.

Language

The survey was conducted in English, Spanish, and Cantonese. When monolingual non-English speakers 
were contacted, they were flagged and immediately contacted in their own language.  A comparison of  
the language breakdown of  survey respondents to data available on monolingual non-English speakers in 
California indicates that the languages spoken by the sample were not as closely aligned to the expected 
languages of  nonvoters and infrequent voters.

Demographics

David Binder Research (DBR) compared the demographics of  the infrequent voters in the CVF survey to the 
list of  all California voters who met the selection criteria. This ensured that CVF’s sample accurately reflects 
the population. 

For the nonvoters’ sample, DBR compared the survey sample to Census data and voter registration data from 
the Secretary of  State.  DBR examined voting age Californians who are not registered to vote, weighted them 
by citizenship, and compared them to the survey sample of  respondents.  The survey sample reflects the 
demographics of  the eligible, nonvoting population. 
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Oversample

In addition to the initial sample of  2,000 Californians, ethnic minorities were oversampled to ensure that both 
of  CVF’s samples included at least one hundred respondents in each ethnic group. One hundred forty-five 
African American, Asian Pacific Islander, and Latino infrequent voters and nonvoters were oversampled. In 
the oversample, surveys were conducted initially in English, Spanish, and Cantonese, and follow-up calls were 
made in Spanish and Cantonese. The data are weighted to the original ethnicity results to ensure accurate 
representation of  the random results of  the survey. 

The following table details the sample size of  infrequent voters and nonvoters in the various groups 
highlighted in this report.

INFREQUENT VOTERS:  SAMPLE SIZES OF HIGHLIGHTED GROUPS

GROUP SAMPLE SIZE

African American 100

Latino 221

Latino English-Speaking 170

Latino Spanish-Speaking 51

Asian Pacific Islander (API) 100

API English-Speaking 65

API Cantonese-Speaking 35

NONVOTERS:  SAMPLE SIZES OF HIGHLIGHTED GROUPS

GROUP SAMPLE SIZE

African American 97

Latino 211

Latino English-Speaking 200

Latino Spanish-Speaking 11

API 103

API English-Speaking 68

API Cantonese-Speaking 35

About This Report
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The significant demographic variables analyzed in this report have a sample size of  about 100, and a margin 
of  error of  9.8 percent.  In the case of  Latino infrequent voters and nonvoters, the sample size is slightly 
larger (about 200); the margin of  error for a sample size of  200 is 6.9 percent.  Because the margin of  error 
increases as the sample size decreases, cross-tabulation findings drawn from smaller sample sizes are indicated 
in this report. 

Frequent Voters Comparison

Data from recent surveys of  frequent voters is included in this report for purposes of  comparison.  Frequent 
voters are defined as voters who vote in one, two, three, four, or five of  the last five elections.  Although there 
is minor overlap, this population is significantly more likely to vote than infrequent voters, who voted in zero 
or one of  the last four elections.  Frequent voters data are compiled from two surveys: one DBR survey of  
700 frequent voters conducted August 2 - 4, 2004; and one DBR survey of  1,000 frequent voters conducted 
September 18 - 24, 2004.  Although this data is not in the public domain, it was collected using standard 
survey research methods.
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Survey Highlights

Incentives for Voting

Get-out-the-vote messages:  The message “Voting is an important part of  being a good citizen” resonates 
strongly with infrequent voters.  76 percent said they strongly agree with this statement; overall, 93 percent 
agree.  This was especially true of  Asian Pacific Islander (API) and Latino infrequent and nonvoters, 
indicating that potential voters who are immigrants or whose families immigrated are more responsive to 
citizenship as a motivating factor in voting.

The message “Voting is an important way to voice your opinions on issues that affect your family and your 
community” resonates strongly with both infrequent voters and nonvoters.  93 percent of  infrequent voters 
agreed with this statement, with 74 percent saying they strongly agree.  Among nonvoters, 81 percent agreed, 
with 55 percent saying they strongly agree.

Reasons for voting:  The two most important reasons for voting among infrequent voters are “to make your 
voice heard/express your opinion” (43 percent) and “to support a particular candidate” (24 percent).  These 
two reasons also rated highest among nonvoters (32 percent and 19 percent, respectively).

Election Day holiday:  Making Election Day a holiday is not likely to increase voter turnout.  Among 
infrequent voters, 20 percent said a holiday would make them more likely to vote, while 15 percent said they 
would be less likely, and 64 percent said it wouldn’t make a difference.  Among nonvoters, 16 percent said 
they’d be more likely, 12 percent said they’d be less likely, and 70 percent said it would make no difference.

Barriers to Voting

Reasons for not voting:  Among infrequent voters, the two most important reasons for not voting were 
“I’m too busy to vote” (28 percent) and “There are no candidates that I believe in” (20 percent).

The perception that politics are controlled by special interests is widely held among infrequent and nonvoters 
and represents a significant barrier to participation.  66 percent of  infrequent voters and 69 percent of  
nonvoters agreed that this is a reason for not voting.  

Work hours:  52 percent of  infrequent voters and nonvoters work more than 40 hours per week; 16 percent 
of  infrequent voters and 15 percent of  nonvoters work more than 50 hours per week.

Absentee voting:  More than half  of  infrequent voters are not familiar with absentee voting.  50 percent 
said they had never voted absentee, and 2 percent said they didn’t know whether absentee voting was easy or 
difficult.  

Voter registration:  Nearly half  of  the nonvoters surveyed say they have been registered to vote before, 
but not at their current address.  18 percent say they thought they registered through the DMV; among API 
nonvoters, nearly one in three say they thought they had registered through the DMV.

Survey Highlights
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Friends and family:  Among infrequent voters, about two-thirds say their friends vote in most or all 
elections; among nonvoters, only half  say their friends vote.  40 percent of  infrequent voters and 51 percent 
of  nonvoters grew up in families that do not discuss political issues and candidates.  Latino, African American 
and API nonvoters were less likely to live in a pro-voting culture than nonvoters generally.  Among Spanish-
speaking infrequent voters, two-thirds say their friends hardly ever talk about politics.

Information barriers:  Information comprehension is a barrier for infrequent voters and nonvoters; 
trustworthiness of  election information is also a challenge.  Among infrequent voters, 49 percent said election 
information is hard to understand and 29 percent said it is untrustworthy.  Among nonvoters, 39 percent 
said it is hard to understand and the same number, 39 percent, said it is untrustworthy. African American 
infrequent and nonvoters are more distrustful of  election information than infrequent and nonvoters 
generally.

Language:  The logistics of  the voting process were more of  a barrier for Spanish-speaking infrequent 
voters, who cited difficulty in locating their polling places, getting help from pollworkers, and accessing voting 
materials in their preferred language at a much higher rate than infrequent voters generally.

Sources of Information and Influence

Election information sources:  Infrequent voters find local newspapers and conversations with family to be 
the most influential information sources in helping them make election decisions.  The following sources are 
viewed as the most influential among infrequent voters:

Local newspaper:  65 percent
Conversations with family:  65 percent
Network TV news:  64 percent
Cable TV news:  60 percent
Conversations with friends:  59 percent

News information sources:  Infrequent voters and nonvoters get most of  their information about news and 
events of  the day from similar sources, with cable and network TV as the most prevalent news sources for 
nearly half  of  infrequent voters and 56 percent of  nonvoters, followed by newspapers and the Internet.
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Overall Findings

Incentives for Voting

• Infrequent voters believe voting is important.  96 percent say voting is extremely, very or moderately 
important (28 percent say it’s extremely important; 49 percent say it’s very important; and 19 percent say it’s 
moderately important).

• Nonvoters also believe voting is important, but not to the same degree as infrequent voters.  73 percent of  
nonvoters say voting is important (22 percent say it’s extremely important; 25 percent say it’s very important; 
and 26 percent say it’s moderately important).  13 percent of  nonvoters say voting is not at all important, 
compared to just one percent of  infrequent voters.

• 82 percent of  infrequent voters say their family votes in most or all elections, compared to 62 percent of  
nonvoters.

• 92 percent of  infrequent voters say they like to vote.  62 percent strongly agree with the statement, “I like to 
vote,” while 30 percent agree somewhat.  

• 82 percent of  infrequent voters and 62 percent of  nonvoters say they are interested in politics and follow it 
in the news when they have a chance. 

• 96 percent of  infrequent voters say it’s important to stay informed about political issues (75 percent strongly 
agree and 21 percent agree somewhat).  Among nonvoters, 60 percent strongly agree and 27 percent agree 
somewhat.

• 64 percent of  infrequent voters and 50 percent of  nonvoters say their friends vote in most or all elections; 
in both groups, 15 percent said they didn’t know whether their friends vote.

• The message “Voting is an important part of  being a good citizen” resonates strongly with infrequent 
voters.  76 percent said they strongly agree with this statement; overall, 93 percent agree.  Among nonvoters, 
49 percent strongly agree and 23 percent agree somewhat.

• 40 percent of  infrequent voters and 51 percent of  nonvoters grew up in a family that does not discuss 
political issues and candidates.

• The message “Voting is an important way to voice your opinions on issues that affect your family and your 
community” resonates strongly with infrequent voters.  93 percent agreed with this statement, with 74 percent 
saying they strongly agree.  Among nonvoters, 81 percent agreed, with 55 percent saying they strongly agree.

• The message “I make more of  a statement by not voting than I would if  I voted” resonates more with 
nonvoters than infrequent voters.  79 percent of  infrequent voters disagreed with the statement, with 64 
percent strongly disagreeing.  By contrast, 61 percent of  nonvoters disagreed with the statement, with 41 
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percent strongly disagreeing.  Only 16 percent of  infrequent voters agreed with the statement, while nearly 
double—30 percent—of  nonvoters agreed.  

• The two most important reasons for voting among infrequent voters were “to make your voice heard/
express your opinion” (43 percent) and “to support a particular candidate” (24 percent).  These two reasons 
also rated highest among nonvoters (32 percent and 19 percent, respectively).

• Infrequent voters indicate that some specific issues would motivate them to vote.  20 percent said 
education/schools would motivate them to vote; 17 percent said the economy would motivate them to 
vote; 12 percent said health care, and 12 percent said government/leadership.  Education, the economy 
and government/leadership also rated high as reasons to vote among nonvoters;  however, 17 percent of  
nonvoters said “nothing would motivate me to vote,” compared to 8 percent of  infrequent voters.

• Making Election Day a holiday is not likely to increase voter turnout.  Among infrequent voters, 20 percent 
said a holiday would make them more likely to vote, while 15 percent said they would be less likely, and 
64 percent said it wouldn’t make a difference.  Among nonvoters, 16 percent said they’d be more likely, 12 
percent said they’d be less likely, and 70 percent said it would make no difference.

Barriers to Voting

• Among infrequent voters, the two most important reasons for not voting were “I’m too busy to vote” (28 
percent) and “There are no candidates that I believe in” (20 percent).

• Among infrequent and nonvoters, five barriers to voting rated much higher than other barriers:

1) “Politics are controlled by special interests” (66 percent of  infrequent voters and 69 percent of  
nonvoters agree);

2) “I don’t feel that candidates really speak to me” (49 percent of  infrequent voters and 55 percent of  
nonvoters agree);

3) “It is too hard to sift through all the information available to make good decisions on how to vote” 
(45 percent of  infrequent voters and 52 percent of  nonvoters agree);

4) “I am too busy with work or my family” (43 percent of  infrequent voters and 46 percent of  
nonvoters agree); and

5) “The issues are too confusing” (42 percent of  infrequent voters and 48 percent of  nonvoters agree).

• Job hours were the biggest factor leading infrequent voters to say they’re too busy to vote.  Of  those who 
said they were too busy with work or family to vote, 42 percent said it was because “job hours are too long.”  
The second factor cited most frequently was “Voting itself  takes too much time” (21 percent).  These two 
reasons also rated highest among nonvoters, with 34 percent citing long job hours and 22 percent saying 
voting takes too much time.

• More than half  of  infrequent voters are not familiar with absentee voting.  50 percent said they had never 
voted absentee, and 2 percent said they didn’t know whether absentee voting was easy or difficult.  
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• 52 percent of  infrequent voters and nonvoters work more than 40 hours per week; 16 percent of  infrequent 
voters and 15 percent of  nonvoters work more than 50 hours per week.

• 44 percent of  nonvoters say they have been registered to vote before but not at their current address; 18 
percent say they thought they registered through the Department of  Motor Vehicles.

• 23 percent of  nonvoters say they aren’t registered to vote because they want their information to remain 
private.  24 percent say they’re not registered because they don’t want to get called for jury duty.

Sources of Information and Influence

• Information comprehension is a barrier for infrequent voters and nonvoters; trustworthiness of  election 
information is also a challenge.  Among infrequent voters, 49 percent said election information is hard 
to understand and 29 percent said it is untrustworthy.  Among nonvoters, 39 percent said it is hard to 
understand and the same number, 39 percent, said it is untrustworthy.  Nine percent of  infrequent voters and 
12 percent of  nonvoters said election information is not available.

• Getting the information necessary to make voting decisions and reading and understanding the voter 
pamphlet rated as more difficult steps in the voting process than others.  Among infrequent voters, 20 percent 
rated these two steps as difficult.  By contrast, only 3 percent said registering to vote was difficult; 7 percent 
said finding their polling place was difficult, and 5 percent said voting at their polling place was difficult.  

• Infrequent voters find local newspapers and conversations with family to be the most influential 
information sources in helping them make election decisions. The following sources are viewed as the most 
influential among infrequent voters:

Local newspaper:  65 percent
Conversations with family:  65 percent
Network TV news:  64 percent
Cable TV news:  60 percent
Conversations with friends:  59 percent

More than half  of  the infrequent voters surveyed said phone calls from campaigns and door-to-door 
campaigning by volunteers are not influential when it comes to making voting decisions.  58 percent of  
infrequent voters said phone calls from a political campaign are not influential, and 53 percent said volunteers 
at their door from a political campaign are not influential.

Infrequent voters and nonvoters get most of  their information about news and events of  the day from 
similar sources, with cable and network TV as the most prevalent news sources for nearly half  of  infrequent 
voters and 56 percent of  nonvoters, followed by newspapers and the Internet.
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Demographics

• 51 percent of  infrequent voters own their own home, 25 percent rent, and 20 percent live with their parents. 
Among nonvoters, 35 percent are homeowners, 41 percent rent, and 20 percent live with their parents.

• 50 percent of  infrequent voters are married; 31 percent are single.  Among nonvoters, 34 percent are 
married; 40 percent are single.

• 17 percent of  infrequent voters were not born in the United States; 27 percent say their parents were not 
born in the U.S. Among nonvoters, 15 percent were born outside of  the U.S., and 28 percent say their parents 
were born outside of  the U.S.

• 88 percent of  infrequent voters have access to the Internet, either at home, work, or somewhere else.  
Among nonvoters, 77 percent have access to the Internet.  Infrequent voters were more likely to have 
Internet access at home—43 percent—than nonvoters, of  whom 36 percent report having Internet access at 
home.
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 Findings

Cross-Tabulation Findings

Latinos

Incentives

The message “Voting is an important part of  being a good citizen” resonates strongly among Latino 
infrequent and nonvoters.  96 percent of  Latino infrequent voters and 76 percent of  Latino nonvoters agreed 
with the statement “Voting is an important part of  being a good citizen.”  This was slightly higher than the 
rate of  agreement among all infrequent and nonvoters surveyed (93 percent and 72 percent respectively). 

Latino infrequent and nonvoters also responded positively in their agreement with the statement “I believe 
that my vote makes a difference in the outcome of  the election.”  90 percent of  Latino infrequent voters 
and 73 percent of  Latino nonvoters agreed with this statement.  This was higher than the rate of  agreement 
among all infrequent and nonvoters surveyed (85 percent and 63 percent respectively). 

Latino infrequent and nonvoters were more likely than infrequent and nonvoters generally to say that the 
most important reason to vote is to “make your voice heard/express your opinion.”  More than half  of  the 
Latino infrequent voters surveyed—51 percent—cited this as the most important reason to vote, compared 
to 43 percent of  all infrequent voters.  Among Latino nonvoters, 37 percent cited this as the most important 
reason to vote, compared to 32 percent of  all nonvoters surveyed.

95 percent of  Latino infrequent voters agreed that “voting is an important way to voice your opinions on 
issues that affect your family and your community,” and 91 percent agreed that “voting lets you choose who 
represents you in government.”  This was slightly higher than the rate of  agreement among all infrequent 
voters surveyed (93 percent and 89 percent respectively).

Overall, Latino infrequent and nonvoter attitudes about voting were found to be equal to or slightly more 
positive than those attitudes held by all infrequent and nonvoters surveyed.

Barriers

Latino nonvoters and infrequent voters are less likely to live in a pro-voting culture than infrequent and 
nonvoters generally.  They are less likely to say their family votes in most or all elections (77 percent of  
Latino infrequent voters compared to 82 percent of  all infrequent voters), and are less likely to have grown 
up in a family that often discussed political issues and candidates (37 percent of  Latino nonvoters, compared 
to 46 percent of  all nonvoters surveyed).  They are also less likely to say their friends vote (55 percent of  
Latino infrequent voters compared to 64 percent of  all infrequent voters), and more likely to agree that their 
friends hardly ever talk about politics (58 percent of  Latino infrequent voters, compared to 50 percent of  all 
infrequent voters surveyed). 

Latinos nonvoters are less likely to agree that there is “no one on the ballot I want to vote for” (34 percent of  
Latino nonvoters compared to 40 percent of  all nonvoters surveyed), but Latino infrequent voters are more 
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likely to agree that “I make more of  a statement by not voting than I would if  I voted” (26 percent of  Latino 
infrequent voters compared to 16 percent of  all infrequent voters surveyed).

Latino infrequent voters were more likely to cite difficulties using voting equipment and to express distrust 
that their vote will be counted accurately than infrequent voters generally.  18 percent of  Latino infrequent 
voters agreed that voting equipment is difficult to use, compared to 9 percent of  all infrequent voters 
surveyed.  31 percent of  Latino infrequent voters agreed with the statement “I don’t believe that my vote 
will actually be counted accurately” compared to 22 percent of  all infrequent voters.  However, when this 
question was asked as a positive statement the results were different:  89 percent of  Latino infrequent voters 
agreed with the statement “I believe that when I vote, my vote will be counted accurately,” which is about the 
same rate of  agreement among all infrequent voters surveyed.

The survey results indicate that there are significant differences in attitude between first-generation Latinos 
and second-generation Latinos.  First-generation Latinos were far more likely to agree that they don’t feel 
“candidates really speak to me,” were more likely to say “there are just too many things on the ballot,” and 
more likely to cite problems getting voting information, particularly in their language of  preference, than 
second-generation Latinos.  59 percent of  first-generation Latino infrequent voters said they don’t feel the 
candidates speak to them, compared to 30 percent of  second-generation Latino infrequent voters.  51 percent 
of  first-generation Latino infrequent voters agreed there are “just too many things on the ballot” compared 
to 34 percent of  second-generation Latino infrequent voters.  62 percent of  first-generation Latino nonvoters 
said it’s too hard to sift through voting information and make good voting decisions, compared to 39 percent 
of  second-generation Latino nonvoters. 

Latino infrequent and nonvoters were less likely to agree “my vote doesn’t make a difference” than infrequent 
and nonvoters generally.  While 39 percent of  all nonvoters surveyed agreed that their vote doesn’t make a 
difference, only 28 percent of  Latino nonvoters agreed with this sentiment.  Among infrequent voters, 20 
percent agreed their vote doesn’t make a difference, compared to 15 percent of  Latino infrequent voters.  On 
this question there was virtually no difference in response between first- and second-generation Latinos.

Mobility appears to be less of  a barrier for Latino nonvoters than it is for nonvoters generally.  Latinos were 
less likely than nonvoters generally to say that they had been registered to vote before but not at their current 
address (33 percent compared to 44 percent), or that they move around so frequently it is difficult to stay 
registered (18 percent compared to 24 percent).

Overall, the findings indicate that although Latino infrequent and nonvoters are less likely to live in a pro-
voting culture, they are more positive about the voting process than infrequent and nonvoters generally.

Sources of Information and Influence

When it comes to election information sources, several were found to be more influential for Latino 
infrequent voters than for infrequent voters overall, in particular:  talk radio; media in a language other than 
English; TV and radio ads from a political campaign; alternative media; endorsements from public figures, 
and direct outreach strategies.  For example, among all infrequent voters, 58 percent said phone calls from 
a political campaign are not at all influential, compared to 46 percent of  Latino infrequent voters who said 
this.  52 percent of  all infrequent voters said a volunteer at their door from a political campaign was not at all 
influential, compared to 40 percent of  Latino infrequent voters who said this.
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Findings

The findings also indicate that sources of  information for Latino infrequent voters differ depending on 
whether English is both their first and primary language.  Conversations with family rated as very influential 
among 28 percent of  the Latino infrequent voters surveyed who primarily speak English; among those 
surveyed for whom English isn’t their primary language, conversations with family rated as very influential 
among 39 percent.

TV ads from political campaigns were very influential for 13 percent of  English-speaking Latinos, a rate 
similar to the findings for all infrequent voters.  By contrast, TV ads rated as very influential among 34 
percent of  those Latinos surveyed who were not primarily English speakers.  Media in language other than 
English was very influential for 8 percent of  all infrequent voters surveyed; 15 percent of  English-speaking 
Latinos, and 32 percent for non-English speaking Latinos.  English-language newspapers were found to 
be just as influential among Latino infrequent voters for whom English is not both their first and primary 
language as for all infrequent voters.

African Americans

Incentives

African American nonvoters were more likely to say voting is important than nonvoters generally do.  58 
percent of  African American nonvoters surveyed said voting is extremely or very important, compared to 47 
percent of  all nonvoters who said this.  Only 14 percent of  African American nonvoters said voting is not so 
important, or not at all important, compared to 26 percent of  all nonvoters who said this.

The survey indicates that African American infrequent and nonvoters have more negative attitudes about 
California’s direction than those surveyed overall.  When asked whether California is going in the right 
direction or is off  on the wrong track, only 25 percent of  African American infrequent voters said “right 
direction,” compared to 50 percent among all infrequent voters.  African American nonvoters were also 
found to be more opinionated on this question than others surveyed; only 8 percent of  African American 
nonvoters said they didn’t know, compared to 23 percent of  nonvoters overall.

African American nonvoters expressed slightly more positive attitudes than nonvoters overall when asked 
about their interest in politics and voting.  67 percent of  African American nonvoters surveyed said they 
are interested in politics, compared to 62 percent of  nonvoters overall.  54 percent of  African American 
nonvoters said they like to vote, compared to 48 percent of  nonvoters overall.

African American infrequent voters were more likely to say that they grew up in a family that discussed 
political issues and candidates than infrequent voters overall (66 percent compared to 59 percent).  However, 
African American nonvoters were less likely to say their family votes in most or all elections than nonvoters 
generally (54 percent compared to 62 percent).

When asked about the most important reason to vote, African Americans were slightly more responsive to 
the idea that “people struggled for the right to vote” than those surveyed overall; however, as a reason to 
vote, this one did not rate very high among African Americans (7 percent of  African American infrequent 
and nonvoters, compared to 3 and 4 percent of  infrequent and nonvoters generally).  Far more compelling 



California Voter Participation Survey

14

reasons are to “make your voice heard/express your opinion” (38 percent of  African American infrequent 
and nonvoters agreed this is the most important reason to vote) and to support a particular candidate.  
African American infrequent and nonvoters, similar to all infrequent and nonvoters surveyed, cited these as 
the top two reasons for voting.  

African American nonvoters were less likely than nonvoters overall to say the issues are too confusing (34 
percent compared to 48 percent) or that it’s too hard to sift through election information in order to make 
good decisions (42 percent compared to 52 percent).

When it comes to registering to vote, African American nonvoters were more likely to say they knew where to 
find voter registration forms than nonvoters overall (74 percent compared to 68 percent) but less likely to say 
they had filled out a voter registration form (21 percent compared to 30 percent). 

African American nonvoters cited education/schools as a motivating issue to vote more frequently than 
nonvoters overall (23 percent compared to 17 percent).  However, African American nonvoters were slightly 
more likely to say that “nothing would motivate me to vote” than nonvoters overall (21 percent compared 
to 17 percent).  Among African American infrequent voters, slightly fewer were likely to say “nothing would 
motivate me to vote” than infrequent voters overall (4 percent compared to 8 percent).

Barriers

African Americans were more likely to express doubt about whether their votes will be counted accurately 
than nonvoters and infrequent voters overall.  79 percent of  African American infrequent voters said they 
believed their votes would be counted accurately, compared to 89 percent of  infrequent voters overall.  
Among nonvoters, the difference in the level of  confidence was even more pronounced; only 50 percent 
of  African American nonvoters said they thought their vote would be counted accurately, compared to 70 
percent of  all nonvoters surveyed.

When asked whether they agreed with the statement in the negative (“I don’t believe my vote will actually 
be counted accurately”) African Americans again expressed a higher level of  doubt than infrequent and 
nonvoters overall.  36 percent of  African American infrequent voters agreed with the negative statement, 
compared to 22 percent of  infrequent voters overall.  Among African American nonvoters, nearly half—45 
percent—agreed with the statement, compared to 38 percent of  nonvoters overall.

African Americans were also more likely to say they didn’t feel the candidates really speak to them than 
infrequent and nonvoters overall (33 percent of  infrequent African American voters, compared to 24 percent 
of  infrequent voters overall), and were also much more likely to say they don’t trust any of  the election 
information available (54 percent of  African American nonvoters, compared to 36 percent of  nonvoters 
overall).

The survey found that African American infrequent voters were as likely to say their friends vote and that 
their family “hardly ever talks about politics” as infrequent voters overall.  But African American nonvoters 
were less likely to say their friends vote (41 percent compared to 50 percent overall) and more likely to say 
that their families hardly ever talk about politics (66 percent compared to 60 percent overall).
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Findings

Overall, the findings indicate that for African Americans, it is not a lack of  information, but a lack of  trust in 
the information available that is a barrier for voter participation.  44 percent of  African American infrequent 
voters said they lacked trust in election information, compared to 29 percent of  all infrequent voters; among 
nonvoters, 53 percent of  African Americans cited a lack of  trust compared to 39 percent of  all nonvoters.

African American infrequent and nonvoters were less likely to say they were too busy with work or family 
to vote than all infrequent and nonvoters surveyed.  32 percent of  African American infrequent voters and 
39 percent of  African American nonvoters said they were too busy to vote, compared to 43 percent of  all 
infrequent voters and 46 of  all nonvoters surveyed.  Among those African Americans who do say they’re too 
busy to vote, long job hours were cited as the biggest factor, with 53 percent of  African American infrequent 
voters saying this is the reason they are too busy to vote.

Sources of Information and Influence

The findings indicate that family and friends play a significant role in motivating African Americans to vote.  
Among African American infrequent voters, 69 percent said conversations with family are very or moderately 
influential, compared to 65 percent of  all infrequent voters.  And 71 percent said conversations with friends 
are influential, compared to 57 percent of  all infrequent voters.

Local newspapers were also found to be more influential among African American infrequent voters than 
for infrequent voters overall.  36 percent of  African American infrequent voters said the local newspaper was 
“very influential” as an election information source, compared to 25 percent of  infrequent voters overall.  
African Americans were also more likely to say a phone call from a political campaign would influence their 
voting decisions.  22 percent of  African American infrequent voters said a campaign phone call would be very 
influential, compared to 7 percent of  infrequent voters overall.  And only 36 percent of  African American 
infrequent voters said a campaign phone call would be “not at all influential” compared to 58 percent of  
infrequent voters overall.

Asian Pacific Islanders

Incentives

The survey findings indicate that Asian Pacific Islanders (API) tend to be somewhat more positive but also 
less opinionated about California’s direction than infrequent and nonvoters generally.  56 percent of  API 
infrequent voters said California is moving in the right direction, compared to 50 percent of  all infrequent 
voters.  However, 27 percent of  API infrequent voters said they didn’t know whether California is moving in 
the right direction or is off  on the wrong track, compared to 17 percent of  all infrequent voters.

When asked about the importance of  voting, API nonvoters were more positive than nonvoters generally.  58 
percent of  API nonvoters said voting is either extremely or very important, compared to 47 percent of  all 
nonvoters who gave voting the same level of  importance. 

The survey findings indicate that API infrequent and nonvoters like voting and believe voting is an important 
part of  being a good citizen.  58 percent of  API nonvoters said they liked to vote, compared to 48 percent of  
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all nonvoters.  96 percent of  API infrequent voters agreed that voting is an important part of  being a good 
citizen, compared to 93 percent of  all infrequent voters; among API nonvoters, 83 percent agreed with this 
statement, compared to 72 percent of  all nonvoters.  This higher rate of  agreement about the importance 
of  citizenship and voting was also found among Latinos surveyed, indicating that potential voters who are 
immigrants or whose families immigrated are more responsive to citizenship as a motivating factor in voting.

API nonvoters were also found to have more positive attitudes about voting compared to nonvoters 
generally. 82 percent of  API nonvoters agreed that voting lets you choose who represents you in government, 
compared to 72 percent of  nonvoters generally.

The economy rates as the top issue that would motivate API infrequent voters to vote. 31 percent of  API 
infrequent voters cited the economy as an issue that motivates them to vote, compared to 17 percent of  
infrequent voters generally.  Among API nonvoters, education/schools rated as the top motivating issue, with 
24 percent saying education/schools would motivate them to vote, compared to 17 percent of  all nonvoters 
who said this.  The economy rated as the second-highest motivating issue among API nonvoters, with 20 
percent saying it would motivate them to vote, compared to 11 percent of  all nonvoters who said this.
 
Barriers

API infrequent voters were more likely to say “there are no candidates I believe in” compared to all 
infrequent voters.  31 percent of  API infrequent voters said this was the most important reason they didn’t 
vote, compared to 20 percent of  all infrequent voters.

While API infrequent and nonvoters have a positive attitude about voting, they have less interest in politics 
and are less immersed in a pro-voting culture than other respondents.  This is particularly true of  API 
nonvoters.  Only 39 percent of  API nonvoters said their family votes in most or all elections, compared to 
62 percent of  nonvoters generally.  Only 30 percent of  API nonvoters say their friends vote in most or all 
elections, compared to 50 percent of  nonvoters generally. Among API infrequent voters, 48 percent said their 
friends vote, compared to 64 percent of  all infrequent voters.  73 percent of  API infrequent voters say their 
families vote, compared to 82 percent of  all infrequent voters.

The findings indicate that API infrequent and nonvoters voters face greater information barriers than 
infrequent and nonvoters generally.  56 percent of  API infrequent voters agreed that it’s too hard to sift 
through voting information and make good decisions on how to vote, compared to 45 percent of  all 
infrequent voters.  51 percent of  API infrequent voters said the issues are too confusing, compared to 42 
percent of  all infrequent voters.  46 percent said there are too many things on the ballot, compared to 37 
percent of  infrequent voters generally.  25 percent of  API infrequent voters said they didn’t have access to 
election information in their preferred language, compared to 10 percent of  all infrequent voters.  Among 
API nonvoters, 27 percent cited this reason for not voting, compared to 12 percent of  all nonvoters.

API nonvoters are less likely to say they’ve been registered to vote before than nonvoters generally.  25 
percent of  API nonvoters say they’ve been registered, but not at their current address, compared to 44 
percent of  all nonvoters.  Registering through the DMV appears to be a greater barrier for API nonvoters 
than for nonvoters generally; 31 percent of  API nonvoters said they thought they were registered through the 
DMV, compared to 18 percent of  all nonvoters who said this.  
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Findings

Sources of Information and Influence

57 percent of  API infrequent voters said talk radio is very or moderately influential when it comes to 
making election decisions, compared to 48 percent of  all infrequent voters.  Local radio news was even more 
influential; 68 percent of  API infrequent voters said local radio news was very or moderately influential, 
compared to 51 percent of  all infrequent voters.  

The findings also indicate that the Internet is an influential information source for API infrequent voters, 49 
percent of  whom said it was very or moderately influential, compared to 40 percent of  all infrequent voters 
who said this.  The Internet also rated highest among information sources for news and events of  the day 
among API infrequent voters, while newspapers rated lowest, which is the reverse of  the findings overall.  28 
percent of  API infrequent voters said they get most of  their news information from the Internet, compared 
to 14 percent of  all infrequent voters.  Only 13 percent of  API infrequent voters cited newspapers as their 
primary information source, compared to 21 percent of  all infrequent voters.  

Other Cross-Tabulation Findings

Language:  Spanish-speaking infrequent voters are less likely to live in a pro-voting culture and more likely 
to encounter problems with the voting process than non-Spanish speakers surveyed.  Two-thirds say their 
friends hardly ever talk about politics, compared to half  of  all infrequent voters who say this.  19 percent 
say they do not feel that the US is their home, compared to 6 percent of  all infrequent voters.  27 percent 
say it’s too hard to figure out where to vote, compared to 11 percent of  all infrequent voters.  22 percent say 
pollworkers are unhelpful or unfriendly, compared to 5 percent of  all infrequent voters.  40 percent say they 
do not have access to voting materials in their own language, compared to 9 percent of  all infrequent voters.  

Education:  Infrequent voters surveyed with a high school education or less rely heavily on campaign 
information and mass media for making their voting decisions.  They are not as involved in a pro-voting 
culture as more educated infrequent voters.  61 percent of  less-educated infrequent voters say their friends 
hardly ever talk about politics, compared to 46 percent of  more-educated infrequent voters.  Among 
nonvoters, the less-educated are less likely to have been registered before (36 percent compared to 50 percent 
of  higher-educated nonvoters).  They are less likely to say voting itself  takes too much time (13 percent 
compared to 28 percent of  more-educated nonvoters).

Age:  Younger nonvoters, defined as those surveyed who are 25 years old and younger, have a less cynical 
opinion on voting than older nonvoters.  Younger nonvoters are more likely to say voting is an important way 
to express your opinion (88 percent compared to 78 percent of  older nonvoters).  Younger nonvoters have 
less difficulty sorting through information and issues, and are less likely to say the issues are too confusing 
(38 percent of  younger nonvoters compared to 53 percent of  older nonvoters).  Younger infrequent voters 
are less likely to say their friends vote in most or all elections (50 percent compared to 68 percent of  older 
infrequent voters) and are more likely to say they are too busy to vote (53 percent compared to 40 percent 
of  older infrequent voters).  Younger infrequent voters find TV ads more influential (47 percent compared 
to 35 percent among older infrequent voters).  They are also more influenced by the Internet (54 percent of  
younger infrequent voters, compared to 37 percent of  older infrequent voters).
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Home ownership:  Nonvoters surveyed who are renters were more likely to say they are too busy with work 
or family to vote (51 percent of  renters compared to 41 percent of  homeowners).  Nonvoters who are renters 
are also less likely to say their friends vote (46 percent compared to 61 percent of  homeowners).  Nonvoting 
renters are almost twice as likely to say they move around so frequently that it is difficult to stay registered (30 
percent compared to 16 percent of  homeowners).  Infrequent voters who are renters are less likely to say it’s 
easy to vote by absentee ballot (36 percent compared to 45 percent of  homeowners).

Marital status:  Single nonvoters are less likely to have friends who vote in most or all elections (45 percent 
compared to 57 percent of  married nonvoters).  Single nonvoters are less likely to say they’ve been registered 
to vote before (39 percent compared to 53 percent of  married nonvoters).  Single infrequent voters are more 
likely to cite job hours as a reason they are too busy to vote (49 percent compared to 36 percent of  married 
infrequent voters).

Income:  Low-income infrequent and nonvoters, defined as those who earn $25,000 or less annually, were 
found to have less involvement in a pro-voting culture than other infrequent and nonvoters generally.  Low-
income nonvoters also were found to be somewhat more distrustful of  the voting process.  41 percent do 
not trust any of  the election information available, compared to 32 percent of  higher-income nonvoters.  68 
percent of  low-income infrequent voters say getting the information necessary to make voting decisions 
is easy, compared to 82 percent of  higher-income infrequent voters.  55 percent of  low-income infrequent 
voters say their friends vote in most or all elections, compared to 67 percent of  all infrequent voters.

Gender:  Female nonvoters were more likely than men to say the issues are too confusing (52 percent 
compared to 43 percent of  male nonvoters).  Among infrequent voters, men are more likely to say they work 
too many hours (49 percent compared to 37 percent of  women). Like female nonvoters, female infrequent 
voters are more likely to say the issues are too confusing than male infrequent voters (47 percent of  women, 
compared to 35 percent of  men).  55 percent of  female infrequent voters say voting information is hard to 
understand, compared to 42 percent of  male infrequent voters.  Male infrequent voters were slightly more 
distrustful of  election information; 31 percent of  the male infrequent voters surveyed said voting information 
is untrustworthy, compared to 27 percent of  female infrequent voters. 
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Strategies for Improving Participation

Strategies for Improving California Voter Participation

1. Increase awareness about the availability of absentee voting

Infrequent voters say they like to vote and that voting is important, but that they are too busy with work 
or family to get to the polls.  Elections have been traditionally seen as a “one-day sale”, but in recent years 
alternative voting methods, such as early voting and absentee voting, have become increasingly available and 
popular.  However, many infrequent California voters are not familiar with absentee voting, also referred to 
as “vote-by-mail”.  Half  of  the infrequent voters surveyed said they had never voted absentee. 

Raising public awareness of  absentee and early voting opportunities can ensure that busy schedules and long 
work hours aren’t a barrier to voting for many Californians who would like to vote.

2. Educate employers and employees about taking time off from work to vote

Under California law (Elections Code Section 14000), Californians have the right to take up to two hours off  
of  work without loss of  pay on Election Day in order to vote.  However, many employers and employees 
are unaware of  this right.  The employee must provide his or her employer with notice to take this time off  
at least two working days prior to Election Day (essentially, the Friday before a Tuesday election).  Elections 
Code Section 14001 requires employers to conspicuously post a notice of  the right to take time off  work to 
vote at least ten days prior to a statewide election. 

The survey findings show that job hours are a barrier to voting.  More than half  of  the infrequent voters and 
unregistered Californians surveyed said they work more than 40 hours a week.  Job hours were the biggest 
factor leading infrequent voters to say they’re too busy to vote.  Of  those who said they were too busy with 
work or family to vote, 42 percent said it was because “job hours are too long.” 

Educating employers and employees about the right to take time off  from work to vote, as well as 
enforcement of  the time-off  disclosure law could reduce one significant barrier to voting for many 
Californians.  

3.  Develop and promote social and personal networking strategies

Family and friends can play an important role in motivating infrequent voters to vote.  Conversations with 
family members were found to be just as influential as local newspapers among infrequent voters when 
deciding how to vote.  Programs that focus on family-oriented voter education, as well as small-group 
voter preparation gatherings can give infrequent voters a better context for understanding how particular 
candidates and issues on the ballot will affect them personally.  

Organizations seeking to increase voter participation might want to encourage voter education house parties 
and develop toolkits to help foster small-group gatherings.  Toolkits can provide tips on how and when to 
hold a house party, and what resources can be useful during the gathering and any follow-up gatherings 
scheduled to coincide with election debates or election night itself.
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4.  Review the Department of Motor Vehicles’ handling of voter registration data

18 percent of  nonvoters surveyed say they thought they were registered to vote through the Department of  
Motor Vehicles (DMV).  Currently, 25 percent of  California’s eligible voter population—an estimated 5.5 
million Californians—are not registered to vote.  If  18 percent of  those 5.5 million people think they are 
registered through the DMV but in fact are not, that represents nearly 1 million Californians.  Organizations 
that promote voting and registration have heard anecdotal stories for years about problems with DMV 
registration.  Potentially hundreds of  thousands of  Californians are falling through the cracks with so-called 
“motor-voter” registration.  Those who think they were registered through the DMV often find out they are 
not only when they attempt to vote on Election Day and discover they are not listed as a registered voter at 
their polling place.  

State and local officials should investigate the DMV registration process to determine how it can be 
streamlined and strengthened to make sure that there is less confusion about one’s registration status when 
processed through the DMV.

5.  Review the U.S. Postal Service’s handling of election-related materials

Nearly half  of  the Californians eligible but unregistered to vote who were surveyed said they have been 
registered to vote before, but not at their current address.  Nearly one in four say they move around 
so frequently it is difficult to stay registered.  As with the DMV, the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) plays 
an increasingly important role in facilitating voter participation.  The USPS handles change of  address 
applications when people move, and also is responsible for the delivery of  absentee ballot applications, 
absentee ballots, and voter registration affidavits. 

Better coordination between the USPS and state and local election authorities can help streamline the voting 
process and ensure the timely and secure delivery of  election-related materials.

6.  Review and publicize jury pool selection practices

Nearly one in four eligible but unregistered Californians say they don’t want to register because they don’t 
want to get called for jury duty.  California, like more than half  of  the U.S. states, uses multiple sources of  
data for jury pools.  However, there is a perception among a significant number of  Californians that one can 
avoid jury duty by remaining unregistered to vote.  

It would be useful to collect data from a number of  California counties to determine the actual sources 
of  data used to select jury pools and then publicize the findings to ensure potential voters are not being 
dissuaded from registering due to a false impression about the source of  jury pool data.

7.  Improve voter data privacy

Many Californians are unregistered to vote because they want their information to remain private.  23 percent 
of  those surveyed agreed that this was keeping them from registering to vote.  California voters have the right 
to withhold some data on voter registration forms, but the forms provide confusing instructions.  Providing a 
phone number, one’s marital status or email address is optional on the California voter registration form, but 
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this is not clearly or consistently explained on the form itself.  Sensitive voter data, such as a voter’s birthplace 
and exact date of  birth, should be redacted before such data is made available to secondary users, such as 
political campaigns.  

Initiating data privacy practices that protect California voters from the threat of  identity theft can help reduce 
a significant barrier to participation.

Many Californians are unregistered to vote because they want their information to remain 
private.  23 percent of nonvoters surveyed agreed that this was keeping them from registering to 
vote.  California voters have the right to withhold some data on voter registration forms, but the 
forms provide confusing instructions.  Providing a phone number, one’s marital status or email 

address is optional on the California voter registration form, but this is not clearly or consistently 
explained on the form itself. Sensitive voter data, such as a voter’s birthplace and exact date 
of birth, should be redacted before such data is resold to secondary users, such as political 
campaigns.  Initiating data privacy practices that protect California voters from the threat of 

identity theft can help reduce a significant barrier to participation.
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Survey Summary Report 

Results from a survey of 2,145 infrequent voters and nonvoters in California reveal some of the 
barriers and motivations to voting among two distinct groups.

Detailed Findings

Right Direction Versus Wrong Track

When asked whether California is going in the right direction or is off on the wrong track, the 
more frequently the respondent votes, the more likely they are to say the state is going in the 
right direction. While the majority of frequent voters (53%) say the state is going in the right 
direction, and only 13% say they don’t know, only 40% of nonvoters say the state is going in the 
right direction, and 23%—almost double the amount for nonvoters—say they don’t know.

Right Direction / Wrong Track

Right Direction Wrong Track Don’t Know

Nonvoters 40 37 23

Infrequent voters 50 33 17

Frequent voters 53 34 13

Importance of Voting

Nonvoters are much more likely to say that voting is not that important. While 77% of infrequent 
voters say that voting is extremely or very important, only 47% of nonvoters agree. Conversely, 
more than one in four (26%) of nonvoters say that voting is not so important or not at all 
important, compared to just 3% of infrequent voters.

Summary Report
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Importance of Voting

Infrequent 
Voters

Nonvoters

Extremely important 28 22

Very important 49 25

Moderately important 19 26

Not so important 2 13

Not at all important 1 13

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting

Being busy is the most cited reason for not voting for both infrequent voters and nonvoters. 
28% of infrequent voters and 23% of nonvoters said that being too busy to vote was their most 
important reason for not voting or registering to vote. Lack of quality candidates was a main 
reason for both groups as well (20% for infrequent voters and 10% for nonvoters). The difficulty 
in getting the information necessary to vote was also a major reason for infrequent voters 
(9%), while the belief that voting does not make a difference was more significant for nonvoters 
(10%). 

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote (nonvoters)

Infrequent 
Voters Nonvoters

I am too busy to vote 28 23

There are no candidates that I believe in 20 10

It’s too hard to get all the information I need to vote 9 5

There are no issues that affect me 6 2

I don’t remember to vote / I don’t remember how or where to 
register to vote

6 7

Voting doesn’t make a difference 3 10

Too many issues on the ballot 2 3

My polling place moves constantly 1 N/A
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Barriers in the Voting Process

The logistical components of the voting process were described by infrequent voters as 
relatively easy, compared to the information-related components. Both gathering necessary 
information, and reading and understanding the ballot pamphlet were cited by one in five 
infrequent voters as “difficult”. 

Although the logistical steps to vote were less challenging than the information-related parts, 
finding their polling place was still a problem for some voters, with 7% saying it was difficult. 

Voting Process (Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Somewhat 
Easy

Difficult
Don’t Know 

/ Haven’t 
Done

Reading and understanding the voter information 
pamphlet

42 35 20 3

Getting the information necessary to make your voting 
decision

48 29 20 3

Finding your polling place 75 15 7 3

Voting by absentee ballot 33 9 6 52

Voting at your polling place 76 14 5 5

Registering to vote 80 16 3 1

More than half of voters (52%) said they had never voted absentee, or didn’t know whether it 
was easy or hard. The majority of those who had voted absentee said that it was easy (42 of the 
48% said easy), but a significant minority (6%) said it was difficult. 

Summary Report
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The following chart reports the results of only those who gave an easy or difficult rating for these 
questions. This excludes those who said they had never done the activity, or that they did not 
know. Of these respondents, 13% said voting by absentee ballot was difficult compared to just 
5% who said that voting at your polling place is difficult. 

Voting Attitudes and Experiences

In every question, we see that positive attitudes toward voting are more common among 
infrequent voters, while cynicism is more common among nonvoters. 

Infrequent Voters

Infrequent voters generally feel fairly positive toward voting, see the importance of staying 
informed and recognize their civic duty and the opportunity to voice their opinions through 
voting. Further, infrequent voters like voting; believe that votes are counted accurately; and 
believe that it can make a difference in the outcome of elections. 

Infrequent voters follow the news. More than four in five (82%) say that they follow the news 
when they get the chance. However, infrequent voters do not live their lives immersed in a pro-
voting culture. Although 82% say their families vote in most or all elections, only 64% say their 
friends do, and 15%, or almost one in six, say that they do not know if their friends vote. This is 
likely attributable to the one in two (50%) whose friends hardly ever talk about politics. Further, 
although respondents’ families do vote, 40% of infrequent voters did not grow up in families 
where political issues and candidates were discussed. 

Only 40 percent of infrequent voters said there was no one on the ballot that they wanted to 
vote for, and 79% disagree with the sentiment that not voting makes more of a statement than 
voting. 
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Nonvoters

Nonvoters are more likely than infrequent voters to disagree with every positive statement and 
more likely to agree with every negative statement toward voting. 

Although less than infrequent voters, most nonvoters still believe in the conceptual motivations 
to vote: it’s important to stay informed; voting allows you to voice opinions and choose your 
representatives; and voting is an important part of being a good citizen.

However, nonvoters are significantly more cynical about their vote being counted accurately 
(26% think it won’t) and that voting makes a difference (35% think it doesn’t). 

The disparity between infrequent voters and nonvoters may best be revealed in the simple 
assertion “I like to vote,” which 92% of infrequent voters, but only 48% of nonvoters agreed with.

Nonvoters are even less likely to be surrounded by a pro-voting culture. Three in five (62%, and 
20% less than the infrequent voters) say they follow politics in the news when they have the 
chance. Only half say that their friends vote in most elections, with 15% saying they don’t know 
if their friends vote. A strong majority, 60%, say their friends hardly ever talk about politics. The 
family of nonvoters is similar, with less than half saying their parents discussed politics growing 
up, and only 62% saying their family votes in most elections.

The higher level of cynicism is evident in the two in five who say there is no one on the ballot 
they want to vote for, and 30% who believe they make more of a statement by not voting than 
voting (compared to only 16% for infrequent voters). 
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Voting Experiences and Attitudes

INFREQUENT 
VOTERS

NONVOTERS

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

It is important to stay informed about political issues 96 3 87 12

Voting is an important part of being a good citizen 93 7 72 24

Voting is an important way to voice your opinions on 
issues that affect your family and your community

93 6 81 16

Poll workers are generally polite and helpful 92 3 N/A N/A

I like to vote 92 7 48 41

I believe that when I vote, my vote will be counted 
accurately

89 9 70 26

Voting lets you choose who represents you in 
government

89 10 71 24

I believe that my vote makes a difference in the outcome 
of the election

85 14 63 35

My family votes in most or all elections 82 13 62 31

I am interested in politics and follow it in the news when I 
have the chance

82 17 62 36

My friends vote in most or all elections 64 21 50 35

Growing up, my family often discussed political issues 
and candidates

59 40 46 51

My friends hardly ever talk about politics 50 49 60 37

There is no one on the ballot that I want to vote for 33 59 40 47

I make more of a statement by not voting than I would if I 
voted

16 79 30 61

Most Important Reason to Vote

The most commonly named important reason to vote is expressing opinion and making one’s 
voice heard. Almost half (43%) of the infrequent voters and a third of the nonvoters cited it as 
their most important reason. Supporting a particular candidate is also named by a significant 
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proportion of both groups, and one in ten nonvoters said the most important reason to vote is 
that you cannot complain unless you do.

Most Important Reason to Vote

Infrequent 
voters

Nonvoters

Make your voice heard / express your opinion 43 32

To support a particular candidate 24 19

Civic duty 9 9

To support a particular ballot issue 6 5

Can’t complain unless you vote 5 10

Something on ballot affects my family 3 2

People struggled for the right to vote 3 4

To oppose a particular candidate 2 3

Pressure from family & friends 1 1

Something on ballot affects pocketbook 1 2

To oppose a particular ballot issue * 1

As long as people don’t vote, government will be 
controlled by corporations/special interests

* 1

*Less than one percent

Reasons People Don’t Vote

Most infrequent voters and nonvoters do not vote because they feel that politics are controlled 
by special interests, the candidates do not appeal to them, and trusted information is hard to 
find.

The top reason that both voters and nonvoters do not vote in every election is that politics 
are controlled by special interests. Two-thirds of both groups agreed that was a reason they 
personally do not vote in every election. Candidates not really speaking to them was also a 
popular reason. 

The difficulty of sifting through all the information available to make good decisions on how to 
vote followed. A number of other reasons related to the difficulty of using available information 
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to make good decisions followed: too busy; issues are too confusing; too many things on the 
ballot; too hard to get information necessary; and distrust of the information available.

Belief that voting does not make a difference was a less popular reason among both groups, 
and the logistical barriers (figuring out where to vote, using voting equipment, comfort in the 
polling place, and poll workers) were the least commonly cited barriers to voting. However, it is 
important to note that although these reasons were less frequently cited, they are still significant. 
One in ten (11%) infrequent voters said that difficulty in figuring out where to vote was a reason 
that they don’t vote in every election. 

Almost two in five nonvoters (38%) and 22% of infrequent voters agreed that their skepticism 
about their vote being counted accurately was a reason that they do not vote or register to vote.
 

Reasons People Don’t Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters Nonvoters

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

Politics are controlled by special interests 66 28 69 23

I don’t feel that candidates really speak to me 49 48 55 37

It is too hard to sift through all the information available to 
make good decisions on how to vote

45 54 52 42

I am too busy with work or my family 43 56 46 52

The issues are too confusing 42 57 48 48

There are just too many things on the ballot 37 61 44 44

I am just not interested in politics 29 70 45 53

It is too hard to get the information necessary to make my 
voting decision

25 75 34 61

I don’t trust any of the election information available 24 74 36 58

I don’t believe that my vote will actually be counted 
accurately

22 76 38 58

My vote doesn’t make a difference 20 79 39 59

The results of elections just don’t have any effect on me 
personally

19 80 29 68

continued on the next page
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Reasons People Don’t Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters Nonvoters

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

It’s too hard to figure out where to vote 11 89 18 79

The voting equipment is difficult to use 9 88 13 61

Voting is an isolating and lonely experience 8 91 13 74

I’m not comfortable in my polling place 7 90 N/A N/A

The poll workers are unfriendly or unhelpful 6 90 N/A N/A

The Time Barrier

Respondents who said they are “too busy with work and family” were asked to further explain 
what underlies their time constraints. Long job hours were the most cited reason, with 42% of 
infrequent voters and one in three nonvoters citing it. About one in five of each group reported 
that voting itself takes too much time and about one in ten said that finding the information to 
vote takes too much time. Eight percent of infrequent voters and nine percent of nonvoters 
reported a lack of childcare as their main problem.
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The Information Problem

The greatest problem with election information is that it is hard to understand, according to 
infrequent voters. Nonvoters feel that its untrustworthiness is just as much of a problem. Asked 
to choose between unavailable, hard to understand, and untrustworthy, 49% of infrequent 
voters and 39% of nonvoters said that being hard to understand was the greatest problem 
with information about elections. Information being untrustworthy was a greater problem with 
nonvoters (39%) than with infrequent voters (29%). Information being unavailable was named 
as the greatest problem by 9% of infrequent voters and 12% of nonvoters. 

Registering to Vote

Nonvoters were asked to respond to a series of questions about their history of registering to 
vote. A number of barriers to registering to vote were cited by nonvoters. One in three (32%) 
said that they do not know where to find voter registration forms. One in four says they don’t 
want to register because they don’t want to get called for jury duty, and the same proportion say 
that they don’t want to register because they want to make sure that their information remains 
private. Almost one in five (18%) said that they thought they were registered through the DMV. 

Almost half (44%) say they have been registered at some point before and 30% say they have 
filled out a voter registration form. One in four says it is difficult to stay registered because they 
move around so much.
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Registering to Vote (Nonvoters)

Agree Disagree
Don’t 
Know

I know where to find voter registration forms 68 29 3

I have been registered before, but not at my current address. 44 53 3

I have filled out a voter registration form 30 66 4

I don’t want to register because I don’t want to get called for jury 
duty

24 73 3

I move around so frequently that it is difficult to stay registered 24 74 2

I don’t want to register because I want my information to be private 23 74 3

I thought I was registered through the DMV 18 76 6

Issues that Motivate People to Vote

Education and the economy are the top issues that motivate people to vote, regardless of 
whether they are an infrequent voter or a nonvoter. Health care is also motivating for infrequent 
voters, whereas government and leadership is a more motivating issue for nonvoters.

It should be noted that only 8% of infrequent voters say that nothing would motivate them to 
vote, while 17% of nonvoters say the same.

Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent 
voters

Nonvoters

Education/Schools 20 17

The Economy 17 11

Health Care 12 7

Government/Leadership 12 13

War on Iraq 10 7

Taxes 9 6

War on Terrorism/National Security 6 5
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Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent 
voters

Nonvoters

The Budget 5 2

The Environment 4 2

Immigration 4 3

Crime and Public Safety 3 3

Cost of Living 3 4

Transportation, Roads and Freeways 1 1

Growth, Development and Land Usage 1 1

Housing 1 1

Nothing would motivate me to vote 8 17

Election Day Holiday

An Election Day holiday does not appear to have a significant effect on respondents. Nonvoters 
were somewhat more likely to say that it would make no difference in whether they vote (70%), 
compared to infrequent voters (64%). Of those who said they would be affected, slightly more 
respondents said that they would be more likely to vote than less likely to vote, but the overall 
increase in likelihood of voting was almost completely countered by those who said an Election 
Day holiday would make them less likely to vote.

Election Day Holiday

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

More likely to vote 20 16

No difference 64 70

Less likely to vote 15 12

Election Information Sources

Among infrequent voters, conversations with family were the most influential information source. 
Almost one in three said they were very influential, and two in three said they were moderately 

continued from the previous page
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influential. TV news was next, with 28% finding network news very influential, and 27% for cable 
news. Next was the local newspaper in English, followed by conversations with friends, radio, 
the Internet, and alternative media. 

Political campaign ads on TV were the most influential campaign communication, slightly 
more influential than endorsements. Other campaign communication were the least influential 
information sources, with mail, radio, phone and volunteers at your door in descending order.

Election Information Sources (Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Conversations with family 31 34 19 15

Cable TV news in English 28 32 18 21

Network TV news in English 27 37 20 15

Local newspaper in English 25 40 19 15

Conversations with friends 22 37 23 17

Talk radio 19 30 17 32

Local radio news 18 33 24 24

Internet 17 23 15 41

Alternative media 14 27 20 30

TV ads from a political campaign 13 25 25 36

Endorsements from community groups 11 30 25 30

Endorsements from public figures 11 24 26 36

Mail from a political campaign 10 23 26 40

Radio ads from a political campaign 9 23 25 42

Phone call from a political campaign 7 14 18 58

Volunteer at your door from a political 
campaign

6 15 21 53
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Current Events Information Sources

Television remains the most common information source, with 47% of infrequent voters and 
56% of nonvoters getting most of their information from television. Infrequent voters were more 
likely to get their information from newspapers, the Internet, or the radio (44%) than nonvoters 
(33%).

Current Events Information Sources

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Network TV 24 27

Cable TV 23 29

Newspaper 21 18

Internet 14 11

Radio 9 4

Conversations with friends 6 6

Alternative media 2 2

Demographics

Nonvoters are disproportionately young, single, less educated, and more likely to be of an 
ethnic minority. 40% of nonvoters are under 30 years old compared to 29% of infrequent voters. 
Infrequent voters are much more likely to be married than nonvoters, with 50% of infrequent 
voters married compared to only 34% of nonvoters. 76% of nonvoters have less than a college 
degree, compared to 61% of infrequent voters, and almost twice as many nonvoters have a 
high school degree or less compared to infrequent voters. 60% of infrequent voters are white or 
Caucasian compared to 54% of nonvoters. 

Age

Nonvoters are the youngest group, with two in five under 30 years old and a strong majority 
(59%) under 40 years old. Frequent voters are the oldest, with only 14% under 30 and 28% 
under 40. Almost half of frequent voters are over 50, compared to just 23% of nonvoters. Put 
another way, nonvoters are three times as likely to be under 30 as are frequent voters, and 
frequent voters are three times as likely to be over 65. 
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Infrequent voters are also young (50% under 40 and only 26% over 50), but are less likely than 
nonvoters to be under 30.

Ethnicity

Frequent voters are more likely to be white and less likely to be African American, Latino, Asian 
Pacific Islander (API), or Native American than are infrequent voters and nonvoters. While 23% 
of frequent voters are people of color (excluding mixed and other), 38% of nonvoters are people 
of color. Conversely, frequent voters are 70% white, compared to 60% of infrequent voters, and 
54% of nonvoters.

Infrequent voters are more likely than nonvoters to be API, while nonvoters are more likely than 
infrequent voters to be African American or Latino.
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Education

One of the greatest differences in demographics between frequent voters, infrequent voters and 
nonvoters is education. More than two in five (41%) nonvoters are high school graduates or 
less, compared to only 22% of infrequent voters and 16% of frequent voters. By contrast, half 
of frequent voters have a college degree or more, compared to 36% of infrequent voters and 
only 21% of nonvoters. Frequent voters are almost four times as likely to have post-graduate 
degrees than nonvoters.
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Income

Nonvoters make less money than infrequent and frequent voters. One-third of nonvoters make 
less than $25,000 a year compared to 26% of infrequent voters and only 18% of frequent 
voters. By contrast, 28% of frequent voters make more than $75,000 dollars a year compared to 
only 14% of nonvoters.

Employment and Transportation
 
Two in three (66%) infrequent voters and 60% of nonvoters work full-time or part-time. 
Nonvoters are more likely to be unemployed or retired (23% combined, compared to 16% 
combined for infrequent voters).

Employment

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Employed Full-Time 46 43

Employed Part-Time 13 12

Unemployed 8 11

Self-Employed 7 5

Homemaker 9 7
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Employment

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Student 7 8

Retired 8 12

Of those who work, more than half of infrequent voters and nonvoters work more than 40 hours 
per week, with only 9% working under 20 hours per week.

Hours worked per week

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Under 20 hours 9 9

20 to 30 hours 14 14

30 to 40 hours 21 21

40 to 50 hours 36 37

More than 50 hours 16 15

Nonvoters and infrequent voters have similar commute times. Of those who work, about half 
have a commute of under a half-hour; one in four has a commute of 30 minutes to an hour.

Average Length of Commute to Work

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Under 15 minutes 36 38

15 to 29 minutes 26 25

30 to 44 minutes 18 15

45 minutes to 59 minutes 8 7

1 to just under 2 hours 6 7

2 hours or more 2 2

Work at home / telecommute 3 3

continued from the previous page
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Infrequent voters are more likely to drive a car to work (85% compared to 76% of nonvoters), 
while nonvoters are more likely to get a ride or use public transportation (13%, compared to 5% 
for infrequent voters). Almost one in four nonvoters does not have a drivers’ license. 

Transportation to Work

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

I drive my own car 83 74

I borrow someone else’s car 2 2

I get a ride with a co-worker or friend 2 7

I use public transportation 3 6

I ride a bike or walk 6 6

Valid California Driver’s License (Nonvoters)

 Yes No

Valid California driver’s license 78 22

Homeownership, Marital Status, and Children

Infrequent voters are much more likely to be homeowners than nonvoters, with half of infrequent 
voters owning their home, compared to 35% of nonvoters. Nonvoters are more likely to rent 
(41%, compared to only a quarter of infrequent voters). One in five infrequent voters and 
nonvoters lives with their parents. 

Home Ownership

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Own 51 35

Rent 25 41

Live with parents 20 20

Other 1 2
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Half of infrequent voters are married, while only 34% of nonvoters are. Nonvoters are more 
likely to be single and divorced. 

Marriage Status

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Married 50 34

Single 31 40

Partnered 5 8

Separated 1 3

Widowed 3 4

Divorced 7 9

Infrequent voters and nonvoters are more likely to have children at home than are frequent 
voters. Almost 40% of infrequent voters and nonvoters have children under age 18 living at 
home compared to 32% of frequent voters. Of those who have children, 69% of both infrequent 
voters and nonvoters have children in public schools. 

Children under 18 living at home
Frequent 

voters
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Yes 32 39 38

No 67 59 60

Children enrolled in public 
schools
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Yes 69 69

No 31 31

Internet Access

Infrequent voters are more likely than nonvoters to have access to the Internet in their home 
and in their work. 82% of infrequent voters have access in their home or at work, compared to 
68% of nonvoters. Nonvoters are more likely to have no access at all to the Internet, with 20% 
having no access compared to only 12% of infrequent voters.
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Internet Access

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Home 43 36

Work 5 6

Both home and work 34 26

Somewhere else 3 9

Have no access 12 20

Ideology and Religion

Frequent voters are more likely to be conservative than infrequent voters or nonvoters, while 
nonvoters are more likely to be liberal. Nonvoters called themselves liberal (35%, compared to 
30% of frequent voters) most frequently, while frequent voters called themselves conservative 
(37%, compared to 30% of nonvoters) most often. Infrequent voters were in the middle, evenly 
divided 32% liberal, 32% moderate. Nonvoters are much more likely to not know their ideology.

Ideology

Frequent 
voters

Infrequent 
voters

Nonvoters

Very Liberal 9 11 13

Somewhat Liberal 21 21 22

Moderate 30 29 25

Somewhat Conservative 21 22 20

Very Conservative 16 10 10

Don’t Know 2 4 8

There are no significant religious differences between infrequent voters and nonvoters. 
Infrequent voters and nonvoters are primarily Catholic and Protestant, with six to eight percent 
identifying with another religion, and one in five having no religious preference at all.
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Religion

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Catholic 27 28

Protestant 38 40

Jewish 2 1

Muslim 1 1

Buddhist 3 2

Another Religion 2 2

No Religious Preference 20 21

However, nonvoters are more likely to never attend church, temple, or synagogue (35%, 
compared to 28% of infrequent voters, and 26% of frequent voters), while frequent voters are 
more likely to attend more than once a month (40%, compared to 37% of infrequent voters and 
32% of nonvoters). 

Church, Temple, Or Synagogue Attendance

 
Frequent 

voters
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

Never 26 28 35

Once a month or less 28 28 27

More than once a month 40 37 32



47

Summary Report

Party Registration

Infrequent voters are less likely than frequent voters to choose a party affiliation, and are more 
likely to decline to state their party preference or to affiliate with a minor party. 

Interview Language

Interview Language

 
Infrequent 

voters
Nonvoters

English 92 97

Spanish 5 1

Cantonese 3 2
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Cross-Tabulation Summary Report

Overview

Research on nonvoters and infrequent voters shows that both groups believe that voting is 
important, but also reveals barriers to actually voting. 

Asked generally what prevented them from voting or registering, voters cite lack of time. When 
this is further explored, a greater diversity of barriers and motivations emerges, revealing 
differences according to ethnicity. 

African American respondents demonstrate greater distrust and skepticism of the voting system. 
They are more likely to cite distrust of election information as a barrier to voting, are less likely 
to believe that votes make a difference, and that their vote would be counted accurately. 

Asian Pacific Islander (API) respondents reported less presence of a pro-voting culture. They 
are the least likely to have family and friends who vote, most likely to have friends that hardly 
ever talk about politics, and least likely to have grown up in a household where political issues 
were discussed. Perhaps as a result of not having as many friends who vote, API respondents 
are the most likely to cite problems obtaining, sifting through, and understanding election 
information. 

Latino respondents are most likely to cite being busy as their greatest barrier to voting, and 
when asked what the time barrier is, are most likely to report that long job hours are the greatest 
barrier. 

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report
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Specific findings include:

Right Direction Versus Wrong Track

• African American respondents feel the most negatively about the direction of California, 
while API respondents feel the most positively.

Importance of Voting

• All respondents feel that voting is important, with more than three in four infrequent 
voters and the majority of nonvoters describing voting as extremely or very important.

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting and Not Registering

• On the open-ended question about the most important reason to not vote in every 
election, ethnic subgroups of infrequent voters identify being too busy as one of the top 
reasons for not voting. Not believing in any candidates is also a top reason for infrequent 
voters of color, more than white infrequent voters. 

• On the question about why nonvoters don’t register to vote, being too busy was the 
top reason for every ethnic subgroup. The belief that voting doesn’t make a difference 
was also important for Latino and African American nonvoters, while not remembering to 
register was named by one in six API nonvoters. African Americans were also more likely 
to say that the lack of issues affecting them was a barrier to registering.

Barriers in the Voting Process

• Understanding the voter information pamphlet and getting the necessary information 
to make a voting decision were the two most difficult steps of the voting process for 
infrequent voters of all three ethnic subgroups. For Spanish-speaking Latino voters, 
getting materials in Spanish was the most difficult step. Voting itself was also difficult for 
some infrequent voters, whether it was done by absentee or at the polling place.

Voting Attitudes and Experiences

• Infrequent voters across ethnic subgroups feel more positively about voting than do 
nonvoters. Both groups of respondents across ethnic groups, however, recognize the 
importance of staying informed about political issues and see voting as an important part 
of being a good citizen and an important way to voice opinions. Respondents also say 
that poll workers are generally polite and helpful.

• Latino and API respondents feel that voting lets you choose who represents you and 
that their votes make a difference in the outcome of the election, while African American 
respondents are less likely to agree with both of these statements.
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• Agreeing with the statement “I like to vote” shows the greatest difference between 
nonvoters and infrequent voters, with nonvoters in every ethnic subgroup much less likely 
to agree than infrequent voters.

• The level of immersion in a pro-voting culture varies between nonvoters and infrequent 
voters and between ethnic subgroups. Infrequent voters of all ethnicities are much more 
likely to be interested in politics and follow it in the news. Nonvoters—especially API 
nonvoters—are much less likely to have family and friends who vote. The majority of 
nonvoters and infrequent voters agree that their friends hardly ever talk about politics. 
This is especially prevalent among African American and API nonvoters. The majority 
of nonvoters and more than a third of infrequent voters grew up in households in which 
political issues were not discussed. API and Latino respondents were even more likely to 
grow up in such households. 

• There is a high degree of cynicism among many respondents, especially African 
American voters. A full half of African American nonvoters do not believe that when they 
vote, their vote will be counted accurately. More than a third of all ethnic subgroups agree 
that there is no one on the ballot that they want to vote for, and close to that proportion 
says that they make more of a statement by not voting than by voting.

Most Important Reason to Vote

• Voters across ethnic subgroups agree that the most important reason to vote is to 
make their voice heard and express opinion. Latino infrequent voters especially cited 
expressing opinion with more than half naming it as the single most important reason to 
vote. Supporting a particular candidate was the second most commonly named reason, 
followed by civic duty in the Latino and API groups. African American respondents were 
less likely to name civic duty.

Reasons People Don’t Vote

• The perception that politics are controlled by special interests is widely shared across 
subgroups, who agree it is the leading reason why they don’t vote. Candidates not 
speaking to respondents was the second most named reason across subgroups, 
especially among African American and API respondents. Also frequently named were 
being too busy, too many things on the ballot, and the challenge of sifting through 
available information. Being busy was more likely to be named by Latino respondents and 
the challenge of sifting through information and too many things on the ballot were both 
more likely to be named by API respondents.

• Next most frequently named were issues being too confusing, lack of interest in politics, 
and disbelief that votes will be counted accurately. Lack of interest in politics was more 
likely to be named by API infrequent voters, while skepticism about votes being counted 
accurately was most pronounced among African American respondents. Distrust of 
available information, difficulty getting necessary voting information, lack of effect of 
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election results, and difficulty using election equipment were also named. Distrust of 
election information was more likely to be named by African American respondents, 
difficulty using election equipment was most pronounced among Latinos, and difficulty 
getting necessary information was most pronounced among API respondents.

• Lack of access to election information in one’s preferred language was one of the top 
reasons among all API respondents and among Latinos who completed the interview 
in Spanish. Less common reasons were the belief that votes don’t make a difference, 
difficulty figuring out where to vote, the isolating feeling of voting, discomfort at the polling 
place, unfriendly poll workers, and a feeling that the United States is not home. 

The Time Barrier

• The length of job hours was the greatest time barrier to voting for all ethnic subgroups. 
For all groups, voting itself taking too much time was named as the second most common 
time barrier.

The Information Barrier

• Difficulty understanding election information was the greatest barrier for Latinos and 
API voters, while distrust of election information was the greatest barrier for African 
Americans and API nonvoters. Lack of availability was less likely to be named by all 
ethnic subgroups.

Registering to Vote

• A third of nonvoters, especially Latinos, don’t know where to find voter registration 
forms. Almost one in five nonvoters and one in three API nonvoters thought they were 
registered through the DMV. Between one in five and one in three nonvoters across 
ethnic subgroups did not register because they wanted to keep their information private or 
because they didn’t want to get called for jury duty. African Americans were most likely to 
not want to get called for jury duty.

Election Day Holiday

• Having a holiday on Election Day makes no difference to most respondents. It has 
more of a positive effect than negative effect, especially with African American and API 
nonvoters, but overall those more likely to vote with an Election Day holiday are cancelled 
out by those less likely to vote with an Election Day holiday.

Election Information Sources

• Conversations with family, television news, and local newspapers were the most 
influential sources of election information for infrequent voters. Conversations with 
family were the most influential for Latino infrequent voters.  While these conversations 
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were influential with all Latino infrequent voters as a whole, they were significantly 
more influential for Latino infrequent voters for whom English is not their first or primary 
language in comparison to Latino infrequent voters for whom English is their first and 
primary language.  Newspapers were the most influential for African Americans, and 
network television was the most influential for API infrequent voters.

Current Events Information Sources

• Television is the greatest source of information for respondents overall, with newspapers 
following closely behind for infrequent voters, and a little further behind for nonvoters. 
Findings show that the Internet is the third most cited source of current events 
information, and is the top source for API infrequent voters.  

Detailed Findings: Latinos

The respondents to the survey included 221 self-identified Latino or Hispanic infrequent voters 
and another 211 self-identified Latino nonvoters. Further analysis of these Latino respondents 
yields additional results.

Right Direction Versus Wrong Track

When asked whether California is going in the right direction or is off on the wrong track, Latinos 
responded more negatively than other respondents. While half of all infrequent voters think the 
state is going in the right direction and a third say wrong track, only 37% of Latino infrequent 
voters say right direction, while 45% say wrong track. Similarly, Latino nonvoters are more likely 
to feel that California is going on the wrong track (46%) than all nonvoters (37%).

Further, immigrant and first generation Latinos are more negative about the direction of 
California than later generation Latinos. For the purposes of this report, Latino respondents are 
divided into two groups. The first group is called “second generation or more” Latinos and is 
composed of those who—like their parents—were born in the United States. The second group 
is called less than second generation Latinos and is composed of those who were born abroad, 
or whose parents were born abroad. Latino second generation or more nonvoters responded 
44% right direction and 34% wrong track, while less than second generation Latinos responded 
33% right direction and 51% wrong track. Latino infrequent voters were similar. Latino second 
generation or more infrequent voters were split evenly—44% right direction and 44% wrong 
track—while less than second generation nonvoters were 34% right direction and 46% wrong 
track.
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Right Direction / Wrong Track

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

Right Direction 50 37 40 37

Wrong Track 33 45 37 46

Don’t Know 17 18 23 17

Importance of Voting

Latinos ascribe similar importance to voting as other respondents. Just as with all respondents, 
Latino nonvoters are more likely than infrequent voters to say that voting is not important. 
While 80% of Latino infrequent voters say that voting is extremely or very important, only 51% 
of nonvoters agree. However, while Latino nonvoters hold a more negative view of voting than 
Latino infrequent voters, they hold a less negative view of voting than all nonvoters.  21% of 
Latino nonvoters say voting is not so important or not at all important, compared to 26% of all 
nonvoters.   

Importance of Voting

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

Extremely Important 28 31 22 27

Very Important 49 49 25 24

Moderately Important 19 15 26 28

Not So Important 2 3 13 11

Not At All Important 1 2 13 10

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting

Latinos, like other respondents, cite being busy as the main reason for not voting and not 
registering. 29% of Latino infrequent voters and 24% of Latino nonvoters said that being too 
busy to vote was their most important reason for not voting or registering to vote. Lack of 
quality candidates was a main reason for Latinos as well (21% for infrequent voters and 9% for 
nonvoters). For Latino nonvoters, the belief that voting does not make a difference also was 
significant (11%). 
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Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

I am too busy to vote 28 29 23 24

There are no candidates that I believe in 20 21 10 9

It’s too hard to get all the information I need to vote 9 5 5 5

There are no issues that affect me 6 6 2 1

I don’t remember to vote / I don’t remember how or 
where to register to vote

6 6 7 5

Voting doesn’t make a difference 3 2 10 11

Too many issues on the ballot 2 1 3 5

My polling place moves constantly * 1 N/A N/A

*Less than one percent.

Barriers in the Voting Process

For Latinos who completed their interview in Spanish, getting voter information in Spanish was 
the greatest logistical barrier to voting. Among these respondents, 29% said it was difficult to 
get voter material in their preferred language.  This compares to just 4% of all infrequent voters. 
85% of Latino voters whose first and primary language is English said that getting information in 
their preferred language is very easy, compared to 57% of Latino voters whose first and primary 
language is not English.

With the exception of language, the ease or difficulty posed by barriers for Latino voters was 
similar to that cited by all infrequent voters.  Other barriers to voting include understanding the 
voter information pamphlet (22% difficult for Latino infrequent voters compared to 20% difficult 
for all infrequent voters) and getting the necessary information (20% difficult Latino infrequent 
voters compared to 20% for all infrequent voters). 

Other parts of the voting process were less difficult for most Latinos, although there were still 
challenges. Voting by absentee ballot was described as difficult by 9%, voting at the polling 
place was described as difficult by 8%, finding one’s polling place was difficult for 6%, and 
registering to vote was difficult for 4% of Latino infrequent voters.  Again, these figures are very 
similar to results found when looking at all infrequent voters.
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There is an information barrier due to language. More than one in three (35%) who completed 
the survey in Spanish said that getting information is difficult. And 27% of Latinos for whom 
English is not both their first and primary language said it is difficult.

The following table details results for all Latino infrequent voters.

Voting Process (Latino Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Reading and understanding the voter information pamphlet 42 24 22 12

Getting the information necessary to make your voting 
decision

48 27 20 15

Getting voter materials in your preferred language* 72 15 9 4

Voting by absentee ballot 29 10 9 52

Voting at your polling place 73 12 8 7

Finding your polling place 73 18 6 3

Registering to vote 77 18 4 1

*These percentages reflect all Latino respondents. Of those who completed the interviews in Spanish: 37% said 
very easy, 28% said somewhat easy, 29% said difficult, and 6% did not know. 

The following table details results for Latino infrequent voters by language, divided between 
those Latinos whose first and primary language is English and those whose first and primary 
language is not English.
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VOTING PROCESS:  LATINO INFREQUENT VOTERS BY LANGUAGE

LATINO 

First & Primary Language: English 

LATINO

First & Primary Language: NOT 
English

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Reading and 
understanding the 
voter information 
pamphlet

44 34 20 2 38 33 24 5

Getting the 
information 
necessary to make 
your voting decision

52 32 14 2 45 22 27 6

Getting voter 
materials in your 
preferred language

85 8 5 2 57 21 14 8

Voting by absentee 
ballot

28 9 8 55 29 10 10 51

Voting at your polling 
place

77 11 7 5 69 14 10 7

Finding your polling 
place

75 17 5 3 69 19 8 4

Registering to vote 82 14 4 0 72 21 5 2

Voting Attitudes and Experiences

Latinos have slightly more positive attitudes toward voting than their non-Latino counterparts. 
Both Latino groups are more likely to say that voting is an important part of being a good 
citizen; that voting is an important way to voice your opinions on issues that affect your family 
and community; that voting lets you choose who represents you in government; and that they 
believe voting makes a difference in the outcome of elections.

However, Latinos have less interest in politics and are less immersed in a pro-voting culture 
than other respondents. Latinos were less likely to say that they are interested in politics; that 
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their family votes in most elections; that their friends vote in most elections; or that their families 
discussed political issues and candidates growing up. Latinos were more likely to say that their 
friends hardly ever talk about politics.

Among Latinos, as with all respondents, positive attitudes toward voting are more common 
among infrequent voters, while cynicism toward voting is more common among nonvoters. 

Latino respondents generally feel positively about voting, see the importance of staying 
informed (96% infrequent voters and 84% of nonvoters agree), recognize their civic duty (96% 
infrequent voters and 76% of nonvoters agree), and see the opportunity to voice their opinions 
through voting (95% and 84%). Further, Latino respondents believe that voting lets you choose 
who represents you in government (91% and 74%), believe that their votes make a difference in 
the outcome of the election (90% and 73%), and believe that their votes are counted accurately 
(89% and 73%). 
 
Despite an overall positive attitude toward voting, Latino infrequent voters and nonvoters are 
divided in how much they like voting. While 92% of Latino infrequent voters like voting, only 50% 
of Latino nonvoters do.

The presence of a pro-voting culture is also clearly different between the two Latino groups. 
Four in five infrequent voters follow politics in the news, while only 58% of nonvoters do. 77% of 
Latino infrequent voters’ and only 58% of nonvoters’ families vote in most elections, and growing 
up, 54% of infrequent voters’ families and only 37% of nonvoters families discussed political 
issues and candidates. 

Both Latino groups’ friends are not particularly politically engaged. The majority of Latino 
infrequent voters and nonvoters agreed that their friends hardly ever talk about politics (58% 
and 61%, respectively), and only 55% of infrequent voters’ and 49% of nonvoters’ friends vote in 
most elections.

There is also strong cynicism among some Latinos in each group. One-third of each group says 
there’s no one on the ballot that they want to vote for and 26% of infrequent voters and 29% of 
nonvoters say that they believe they make more of a statement by not voting than by voting.
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Voting Experiences and Attitudes

Latino 
Infrequent  

Voters

Latino 
Nonvoters

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

It is important to stay informed about political 
issues

96 3 84 14

Voting is an important part of being a good 
citizen

95 4 76 19

Voting is an important way to voice your opinions 
on issues that affect your family and your 
community

94 4 84 15

Poll workers are generally polite and helpful 89 6 N/A N/A

I like to vote 92 8 50 37

I believe that when I vote, my vote will be 
counted accurately

89 10 73 22

Voting lets you choose who represents you in 
government

91 6 73 21

I believe that my vote makes a difference in the 
outcome of the election

90 9 69 30

My family votes in most or all elections 77 19 58 36

I am interested in politics and follow it in the 
news when I have the chance

80 20 58 40

My friends vote in most or all elections 55 31 49 39

Growing up, my family often discussed political 
issues and candidates

54 43 37 60

My friends hardly ever talk about politics 58 21 61 37

There is no one on the ballot that I want to vote 
for

33 58 58 49

I make more of a statement by not voting than I 
would if I voted

26 64 29 60
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Most Important Reason to Vote

Latino respondents are most motivated to vote in order to make their voice heard. The majority 
of infrequent voters (51%) as well as a strong plurality of nonvoters (37%) named making their 
voice heard and expressing their opinion as the most important reason to vote. This is the top 
reason for all respondents, and it is even more important for Latinos.

Supporting a particular candidate is also named by a significant proportion of both groups. 
Further, 10% of nonvoters—including 20% of college-educated nonvoters—said the most 
important reason to vote is that you can’t complain unless you do.

Most Important Reason to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

Make your voice heard / express your opinion 43 51 32 37

To support a particular candidate 24 24 19 13

Civic duty 9 7 9 12

To support a particular ballot issue 6 4 5 9

Something on ballot affects my family 3 4 2 3

Can’t complain unless you vote 5 2 10 10

To oppose a particular candidate 2 2 3 *

Pressure from family & friends 1 * 1 *

Something on ballot affects pocketbook 1 * 2 *

People struggled for the right to vote 3 0 4 1

To oppose a particular ballot issue * 0 1 *

As long as people don’t vote, government will be 
controlled by corporations/special interests

* 0 1 0

*Less than one percent.
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Reasons People Don’t Vote

The top reason that Latino respondents do not vote in every election is that they feel that politics 
are controlled by special interests. More than 60% of both groups agreed that this was a reason  
they personally do not vote in every election. This reason was particularly popular among 
college-educated Latinos – 82% of nonvoters and 69% of infrequent voters agreed that this was 
a reason for not always voting.

Candidates not speaking to respondents was also popular with Latinos, named by 54% of 
nonvoters and 49% of infrequent voters. Being busy was also a major reason, with 57% of 
nonvoters and 45% of infrequent voters agreeing that being busy prevents them from voting in 
every election. This reason was especially resonant with younger Latinos (58% and 50%).

Latinos are more likely than other respondents to agree that having too many things on the 
ballot is a reason they sometimes don’t vote. More than half of Latino nonvoters (52%) and 45% 
of infrequent voters agreed with the statement. Too many things on the ballot was an even more 
prevalent problem among less than second generation Latinos (57% of nonvoters and 51% of 
infrequent voters).

Difficulty sifting through available information to make good voting decisions was also a barrier 
to voting (56% of nonvoters and 44% of infrequent voters) for Latinos and was especially 
common among those who were not at least second generation (62% of nonvoters and 47% of 
infrequent voters). 

Some Latino respondents don’t vote because the issues are too confusing (52% of nonvoters 
and 42% of infrequent voters). One in three Latino nonvoters and 45% of Latino infrequent 
voters named lack of interest in politics as a reason that they don’t vote. Latino respondents 
also named disbelief that their votes would be counted accurately (38% of nonvoters and 31% 
of infrequent voters) as a reason for not voting. Latino respondents also named distrust of 
election information (29% of each group); no perceived personal effect of election results (26% 
of nonvoters, 19% of infrequent voters); and belief that votes don’t make a difference (28% of 
nonvoters, 15% of infrequent voters).

Latinos also named difficulty getting necessary information (37% of nonvoters and 26% of 
infrequent voters). Difficulty getting necessary information was more likely to be named by less 
than second generation Latinos (42% of nonvoters and 31% infrequent voters). Not feeling that 
the United States is home was a reason for not voting for 8% of both groups, and for 15% of 
nonvoters and 10% of infrequent voters who were not born in the United States.
 
Some arguments, although less frequently named, were more likely to be named by Latino 
respondents. Difficulty using election equipment was more likely to be named by Latino 
respondents (19% of Latino nonvoters and 18% of Latino infrequent voters), as was discomfort 
at the polling place (11% of infrequent voters). Difficulty figuring out where to vote (17% 
of nonvoters and 13% of infrequent voters) was also more likely to be named by Latinos, 
especially Latinos who completed their interviews in Spanish and Latinos who were born 
outside the United States.
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Latinos were more likely to agree with the statement that voting is an isolating and lonely 
experience (13% of infrequent voters and 17% of nonvoters). This was also the case among 
those not born in the United States. Unfriendly poll workers (10% of infrequent voters) was more 
likely to be named by Latinos, especially those for whom English is not their primary or first 
language. Finally, lack of access to election information in one’s preferred language was named 
as a reason for not voting by 17% of infrequent voters and 23% of nonvoters. Of those who 
completed the interviews in Spanish, this was a great barrier to voting (44% of nonvoters and 
43% of infrequent voters).

REASONS PEOPLE DON’T VOTE (Percent Agree)

Infrequent Voters Nonvoters

All
All 

Latinos
1st 

Gen.
2nd 

Gen.
All

All 
Latinos

1st 
Gen.

2nd 
Gen.

Politics are controlled by special 
interests

66 63 63 62 69 66 66 71

I don’t feel that candidates really 
speak to me

49 49 59 30 55 54 56 52

I am too busy with work or my family 43 45 45 44 46 57 61 47

There are just too many things on the 
ballot

37 45 51 34 44 52 57 44

It is too hard to sift through all the 
information available to make good 
decisions on how to vote

45 44 47 37 52 56 62 39

The issues are too confusing 42 42 43 36 48 52 56 44

I am just not interested in politics 29 33 38 23 45 45 46 45

I don’t believe that my vote will 
actually be counted accurately

22 31 29 36 38 38 36 42

I don’t trust any of the election 
information available

24 29 32 22 36 29 31 27

It is too hard to get the information 
necessary to make my voting decision

25 26 31 19 34 37 44 24

The results of elections just don’t have 
any effect on me personally

19 19 22 10 29 26 27 26

The voting equipment is difficult to use 9 18 17 18 13 19 19 19
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REASONS PEOPLE DON’T VOTE (Percent Agree)

Infrequent Voters Nonvoters

All
All 

Latinos
1st 

Gen.
2nd 

Gen.
All

All 
Latinos

1st 
Gen.

2nd 
Gen.

I don’t have access to election 
information in my preferred language

10 17 22 10 12 23 26 18

My vote doesn’t make a difference 20 15 14 15 39 28 29 29

It’s too hard to figure out where to vote 11 13 13 8 18 17 19 13

Voting is an isolating and lonely 
experience

8 13 12 12 13 17 22 8

I’m not comfortable in my polling place 7 11 10 11 12 14 16 10

The poll workers are unfriendly or 
unhelpful

6 10 13 4 11 17 19 16

I do not feel that the United States is 
my home

6 8 7 8 9 8 8 5

The Time Barrier

Latinos who agreed that being busy was a reason for not voting were asked what their specific 
time barrier was. Latino respondents were similar to others in naming long job hours as the 
main component of the time barrier. One in three Latino nonvoters and 44% of Latino infrequent 
voters named long job hours. For employed Latinos, these numbers were even greater, with 
61% of infrequent voters and 41% of nonvoters citing long job hours as the greatest component 
of the time barrier. Voting itself taking too much time was the second most named time barrier, 
with 19% of infrequent voters and 23% of nonvoters. Lack of childcare and difficulty finding the 
information to vote were also named. Of respondents with children, childcare was named by 
16% of nonvoters and 10% of infrequent voters. 
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The Information Problem

The greatest problem with elections information is that it is hard to understand, according to 
Latino respondents. The majority of Latino infrequent voters and 43% of Latino nonvoters rated 
difficulty understanding information as the greatest information barrier. The untrustworthiness of 
information was also cited by one in four infrequent voters and one in three nonvoters. One in 
ten infrequent voters and one in six nonvoters also named the unavailability of information. 
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Registering to Vote

Latino nonvoters were asked to respond to a series of questions about their history of 
registering to vote. A number of barriers to registering to vote were cited by Latino nonvoters. 
Latinos were more likely to not know where to find voter registration forms (37%) than all 
nonvoters. More than one in five (23%) don’t want to register because they want to make sure 
that their information remains private, and 22% say that they don’t want to register because they 
don’t want to get called for jury duty. Almost one in five (18%) said that they thought they were 
already registered through the DMV. 

One in three (33%) say they have been registered at some point before and 30% say they 
have filled out a voter registration form. Latinos were less likely than other nonvoters to say it is 
difficult to stay registered because they move around so much (18%).

Registering to Vote (Nonvoters)

 Latino All 

I know where to find voter registration forms 63 68

I have been registered before, but not at my current address 33 44

I have filled out a voter registration form 30 30

continued on the next page
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Registering to Vote (Nonvoters)

 Latino All 

I don’t want to register because I want my information to be private 23 23

I don’t want to register because I don’t want to get called for jury duty 22 24

I thought I was registered through the DMV 19 18

I move around so frequently that it is difficult to stay registered 18 24

I don’t want to register because it could cause trouble for my family 8 6

Issues that Motivate People to Vote

Like all respondents, Latinos are most motivated to vote by the issue of education and schools. 
Latinos also, especially infrequent voters, are motivated to vote by the issues of the economy, 
leadership, and health care. 

Also motivating, though to fewer Latinos, are the war on Iraq, taxes, national security, 
the budget, and immigration. Immigration is slightly more of an issue to Latinos than to 
the population as a whole. The environment, crime, cost of living, growth, housing, and 
transportation were less motivating to Latino respondents.

Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

Education/Schools 20 22 17 21

The Economy 17 15 11 9

Government/Leadership 12 12 13 8

Health Care 12 10 7 7

War on Iraq 10 8 7 9

Taxes 9 7 6 4

War on Terrorism/National Security 6 5 5 3
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Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All Latinos All Latinos

The Budget 5 5 2 1

Immigration 4 5 3 6

The Environment 4 3 2 3

Crime and Public Safety 3 2 3 2

Cost of Living 3 2 4 4

Growth, Development and Land 
Usage

1 * 1 0

Housing 1 * 1 *

Transportation, Roads and Freeways 1 0 1 1

Nothing would motivate me to vote 8 6 17 15

*Less than one percent

Election Day Holiday

An Election Day holiday does not have a significant effect on the likelihood that Latino 
respondents would vote any more than it does on all respondents. More than 60% of each 
group says that an Election Day holiday would not make any difference in how likely they are 
to vote. Of those who do say it will make a difference, a slight majority say it would make them 
more likely to vote.

Latino respondents for whom English is not their first language and who do not speak English 
as their primary language, and also those who are less than second generation are more 
likely to say that having Election Day as a holiday would make them more likely to vote. 23% 
of infrequent voters and 24% of nonvoters who do not speak English as their first and primary 
language say having Election Day as a holiday would make them more likely to vote, compared 
to just 13% of each group who said it would make them less likely to vote. Similarly, less than 
second generation Latinos were more likely to feel that an Election Day holiday would make 
them more likely to vote. 24% of nonvoters and 21% of infrequent voters say it would make 
them more likely, compared to 11% of each group who say it would make them less likely.
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Election Day Holiday

 
Infrequent 

 Voters
Nonvoters

 All Latinos All Latinos

More likely to vote 20 20 16 19

No difference 64 65 70 69

Less likely to vote 15 15 12 12

Election Information Sources

Respondents were asked about the influence that various sources of election information have 
on their voting decisions. Among Latino infrequent voters, conversations with family were the 
most influential information source. More than one in three said they were very influential, and 
two in three said they were very or moderately influential. TV news was next with 31% finding 
cable news very influential, and 30% finding network news very influential. In order of influence, 
next were local newspapers in English, followed by talk radio, conversations with friends, TV 
campaign ads, local radio news, campaign mail, alternative media, and endorsements from 
political figures.

Less influential were radio campaign ads, endorsements from community groups, the Internet, 
campaign phone calls, and door-knocking campaign volunteers. 

Non-English language media was somewhat influential overall, but it was extremely influential 
with Latinos who completed the survey in Spanish. More than one in three (35%) of Spanish-
dominant Latinos said non-English media were very influential and another 35% said they were 
moderately influential. 

Election Information Sources (Latino Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Conversations with family 34 30 15 20

Cable TV news in English 31 31 14 23

Network TV news in English 30 34 18 16

Local newspaper in English 29 38 16 17

Talk radio 24 30 18 25
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Election Information Sources (Latino Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Conversations with friends 24 29 20 24

Media in a language other than English 24 26 13 35

TV ads from a political campaign 24 24 23 27

Local radio news 23 31 23 22

Mail from a political campaign 23 24 21 31

Alternative media 20 28 16 29

Endorsements from public figures 20 24 20 31

Radio ads from a political campaign 18 29 21 31

Endorsements from community groups 17 31 18 27

Internet 17 19 16 44

Phone call from a political campaign 10 20 20 46

Volunteer at your door from a political 
campaign

10 20 23 40

Language was a large determinant of how influential voters found sources of election 
information. The influence of information sources divides Latino respondents into two groups: 
respondents for whom English is both a primary and first language and respondents with a 
primary language other than English or a first language other than English.  Although many 
members of this latter group may in fact speak English, for the purposes of this report these 
groups will be labeled the English speaking group and the non-English speaking group.  In total, 
108 English-speaking Latino infrequent voters and 106 non-English speaking Latino infrequent 
voters were surveyed.

All but one information source is more influential for the non-English speaking group. Even 
English television is more influential for the non-English speaking group. The most influential 
source for the non-English speaking group is conversations with family, while TV campaign ads 
is next, followed by English cable TV, and media in a language other than English.

Campaign communications are more influential with the non-English speaking group whether 
they are on TV, in the mail, on the radio, or door-to-door. 
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English television, English newspapers, and talk radio are the only information sources that 
were not significantly more influential with the non-English speaking group.

The following table details results regarding information sources for Latino infrequent voters, 
organized by language.  

Election Information Sources (Percent Very Influential by Language)
Latino Infrequent Voters

English is 
both 1st & 
primary 

language

English 
isn’t both 

1st & 
primary 

language

Conversations with family 28 39

TV ads from a political campaign 14 34

Cable TV news in English 29 32

Media in a language other than English 15 32

Mail from a political campaign 15 31

Network TV news in English 29 31

Local radio news 16 31

Conversations with friends 19 29

Alternative media 13 28

Local newspaper in English 32 26

Endorsements from public figures 16 25

Radio ads from a political campaign 12 25

Talk radio 24 25

Endorsements from community groups 10 24

Internet 12 22

Phone call from a political campaign 5 15

Volunteer at your door from a political campaign 5 14
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Current Events Information Sources

Television is an even more common information source among Latino voters than it is among 
all voters. 56% of Latino infrequent voters and 64% of Latino nonvoters get most of their 
information on current events from television. Latino nonvoters are more likely than other 
nonvoters to receive their information on current events from conversations with family and 
friends, and are less likely to receive information from the Internet.

Latino subgroups are divided in the information sources they are likely to use. Education is a 
dividing factor, with college graduates more likely to get their information from newspapers (27% 
of infrequent voters and 15% of nonvoters) and the Internet (16% of infrequent voters and 10% 
of nonvoters) and those without a college degree are more likely to get it from television (60% of 
infrequent voters and 65% of nonvoters).

Current Events Information Sources

 
Infrequent 

 Voters
Nonvoters

 All Latinos All Latinos

Network TV 24 26 27 33

Cable TV 23 30 29 31

Newspaper 21 21 18 9

Internet 14 7 11 8

Radio 9 6 4 5

Conversations with friends 
& family

6 6 6 10

Alternative media 2 2 2 2

 

Detailed Findings: African Americans

The respondents to the survey included 100 self-identified African American infrequent voters 
and another 97 self-identified African American nonvoters. Further analysis of these African 
American respondents yields additional results.

Right Direction Versus Wrong Track

When asked whether California is going in the right direction or is off on the wrong track, African 
Americans responded the most negatively of all ethnic subgroups. While half of all infrequent 
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voters think the state is going in the right direction and a third say wrong track, only one quarter 
of African American infrequent voters say right direction, while nearly two-thirds (62%) say 
wrong track. African American nonvoters are slightly less pessimistic than infrequent voters, 
but the majority think California is on the wrong track (53%), compared to 37% of all nonvoters.  
Both groups of African Americans, infrequent voters and nonvoters, are more opinionated than 
all other infrequent voters or nonvoters.  When asked this question, African American infrequent 
voters and nonvoters are less likely to say “Don’t know” than all infrequent voters and all 
nonvoters.

Right Direction / Wrong Track

Infrequent  
Voters

Nonvoters

All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

Right Direction 50 25 40 36

Wrong Track 33 62 37 53

Don’t Know 17 13 23 8

Importance of Voting

African Americans have similar feelings regarding the importance of voting as other groups.  
African American nonvoters are more likely than African American infrequent voters to say 
that voting is not important.  While 76% of African American infrequent voters say that voting 
is extremely or very important, only 58% of African American nonvoters agree.  This difference 
is very similar to all voters, of whom 77% of infrequent voters say voting is extremely or very 
important compared to 47% of all nonvoters.  African American nonvoters tend to be less 
negative about voting than all nonvoters.  14% of African American nonvoters say voting is not 
so important or not at all important compared to 26% of all nonvoters.
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Importance of Voting

Infrequent Voters Nonvoters

All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

Extremely important 28 33 22 30

Very important 49 43 25 28

Moderately important 19 19 26 28

Not so important 2 4 13 7

Not at all important 1 1 13 7

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting

African Americans, like other respondents, cite being busy as the main reason for not voting. 
26% of African American infrequent voters and nonvoters alike said that being too busy to vote 
was their main reason for not voting. Lack of quality candidates was also an important factor 
for African American infrequent voters (25%), although less important for African American 
nonvoters (5%).

The idea that “there are no issues that affect me” was the second greatest reason for nonvoters 
not registering to vote. It was named by 12% of African American nonvoters, significantly 
higher than nonvoters overall. Similar to other groups, the belief that “voting does not make a 
difference” was significant to African American nonvoters (11%).

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote

Infrequent Voters Nonvoters

All
African

Americans
All

African

Americans

I am too busy to vote 28 26 23 26

There are no candidates that I believe in 20 25 10 5

It’s too hard to get all the information I need 
to vote

9 5 5 4

There are no issues that affect me 6 4 2 12

continued on the next page
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Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote

Infrequent Voters Nonvoters

All
African

Americans
All

African

Americans

I don’t remember to vote / I don’t remember 
how or where to register to vote

6 6 7 6

Voting doesn’t make a difference 3 5 10 11

Too many issues on the ballot 2 3 3 2

My polling place moves constantly * 1 N/A N/A 

*Less than one percent.

Barriers in the Voting Process

Among all of the different barriers in the voting process tested, African American respondents 
were most likely to identify getting information and understanding the voting pamphlet as the 
most significant barriers.  The degree to which African American infrequent voters cited these 
two factors as difficult barriers was no different than all infrequent voters, of whom 20% said 
getting the necessary information was difficult and 20% said understanding the voter information 
pamphlet is difficult.  Comparatively, 22% of African Americans say the voter information 
pamphlet is difficult to understand and 23% find it difficult to get the necessary information to 
make a voting decision.  

Other aspects of the voting process were less challenging for African Americans.  10% found it 
difficult to find their polling place, 6% found it difficult to vote absentee, and the same proportion 
found it difficult to vote at their polling place. Only 3% found it difficult to register to vote and 3% 
found it difficult to get voter materials in their preferred language. 

Voting Process (African American Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Getting the information necessary to make your voting decision 45 31 23 1

Reading and understanding the voter information pamphlet 41 34 22 3

Finding your polling place 70 17 10 3

Voting by absentee ballot 41 10 6 43
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Voting Process (African American Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Voting at your polling place 72 18 6 4

Registering to vote 80 17 3 0

Getting voter materials in your preferred language 83 11 3 3

Voting Attitudes and Experiences

Similar to other groups, African Americans hold positive attitudes towards voting, with infrequent 
voters tending to be more positive than nonvoters. 96% of African American infrequent voters, 
as well as 90% of African American nonvoters agree that it is important to stay informed about 
political issues.  93% of African American infrequent voters agree that voting is an important 
way to voice opinions on issues that affect their community, as do 78% of African American 
nonvoters. 

However, African Americans are more skeptical about whether their vote will be counted 
accurately than respondents in general.  79% of African American infrequent voters believe 
their vote will be counted accurately, compared to 89% of all infrequent voters. This gap is more 
apparent among African American nonvoters; only one-half believe their vote will be counted 
accurately, compared to over two-thirds of all nonvoters. 

African Americans are also less sure about the power of their vote. 79% of African American 
infrequent voters and 68% of African American nonvoters agree that voting lets you choose who 
represents you in government, compared to 89% of all voters and 71% of all nonvoters. 

African Americans tend to be more politically engaged compared to other groups. 66% of African 
American infrequent voters say that while growing up, their family often discussed political 
issues, compared to 59% of all infrequent voters and 54% of Latino infrequent voters. 47% of 
African American nonvoters also agree with this statement, compared to 46% of all nonvoters. 
Similarly, African Americans are more likely to disagree that their friends hardly ever talk about 
politics, with 51% of African American infrequent voters disagreeing that their friends hardly ever 
talk about politics, compared to 49% of all voters.

There is strong cynicism among some African Americans in each group. One-third of each group 
say there’s no one on the ballot that they want to vote for and 21% of infrequent voters and 32% 
of nonvoters say that they believe they make more of a statement by not voting than by voting.

continued from the previous page
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Voting Experiences and Attitudes

African American 
Infrequent Voters

African American 
Nonvoters

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

It is important to stay informed about political issues 96 3 90 9

Voting is an important way to voice your opinions on 
issues that affect your family and your community

91 9 78 17

Voting is an important part of being a good citizen 89 11 68 29

I am interested in politics and follow it in the news when I 
have the chance

86 14 67 30

Poll workers are generally polite and helpful 86 5 54 13

I like to vote 84 13 46 45

I believe that my vote makes a difference in the outcome 
of the election

81 17 61 35

My family votes in most or all elections 80 14 54 39

I believe that when I vote, my vote will be counted 
accurately

79 18 50 46

Voting lets you choose who represents you in government 79 21 68 28

Growing up, my family often discussed political issues and 
candidates

66 33 47 49

My friends vote in most or all elections 62 28 41 51

My friends hardly ever talk about politics 48 51 66 32

There is no one on the ballot that I want to vote for 37 61 39 52

I make more of a statement by not voting than I would if I 
voted

21 74 32 56
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Most Important Reason to Vote

African American respondents are most motivated to vote in order to make their voice heard. 
38% of African American infrequent voters and nonvoters named making their voice heard and 
expressing their opinion as the most important reason to vote. Their sentiments are similar to all 
respondents. 

Supporting a particular candidate is also named by a significant proportion of both groups. 7% 
of both groups said it is important to vote because “people struggled for the right to vote.” 

Most Important Reason to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

Make your voice heard / express your opinion 43 38 32 38

To support a particular candidate 24 22 19 22

Civic duty 9 9 9 6

People struggled for the right to vote 3 7 4 7

To support a particular ballot issue 6 5 5 5

Can’t complain unless you vote 5 4 10 8

To oppose a particular candidate 2 3 3 1

Pressure from family & friends 1 1 1 3

Something on ballot affects my family 3 1 2 2

Something on ballot affects pocketbook 1 * 2 *

To oppose a particular ballot issue * * 1 *

As long as people don’t vote, government will be 
controlled by corporations/special interests

* * 1 2

*Less than one percent
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Reasons People Don’t Vote

Like all groups, the top reason that African American respondents do not vote in every election 
is that they feel that politics are controlled by special interests. Two-thirds of both groups agreed 
that this is a reason they do not vote. 

In addition, African Americans also strongly believe that candidates don’t speak to them, with 
61% of infrequent voters agreeing as well as 60% of nonvoters. Comparatively these figures are 
less significant among other groups (55% of nonvoters and 49% of infrequent voters). 

African Americans are also likely to feel that there are “just too many things on the ballot.” 42% 
of both infrequent and nonvoting African Americans agree with this statement. In addition, over 
one-third of people in both groups say the issues are “too confusing.” 37% of infrequent African 
American voters and 42% of nonvoters say it is “too hard to sift through all the information 
available to make a good decision,” compared to 45% of all infrequent voters and 52% of all 
nonvoters. 

While being too busy was important for African Americans, it was less of a barrier than for other 
voters. 32% of African American infrequent voters say they are too busy to vote, compared 
to 43% of all infrequent voters. 39% of African American nonvoters say they are too busy, 
compared to 46% of all nonvoters.  

African American respondents are more likely than other groups to choose not to vote because 
they don’t think their votes will be counted accurately. 36% of African American infrequent voters 
say they don’t vote because their vote won’t be counted accurately, compared to just 22% of 
all voters. These statistics are also noticeable among nonvoters, with 45% of African American 
nonvoters saying they don’t think their vote will be counted accurately, compared to 38% of all 
voters.

One in three African American infrequent voters and nonvoters named lack of interest in politics 
as a reason that they don’t vote. African American respondents also named distrust of election 
information (33% of infrequent voters, 54% of nonvoters); difficulty getting necessary information 
(23% of infrequent voters, 36% of nonvoters); no perceived personal effect of election results 
(17% of nonvoters, 30% of infrequent voters); and a belief that votes don’t make a difference 
(21% of nonvoters, 44% of infrequent voters).
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Reasons People Don’t Vote (% Agree)

Infrequent Voters

All
African 

Americans

Politics are controlled by special interests 66 67

I don’t feel that candidates really speak to me 49 61

There are just too many things on the ballot 37 42

The issues are too confusing 42 38

It is too hard to sift through all the information available to make 
good decisions on how to vote

45 37

I don’t believe that my vote will actually be counted accurately 22 36

I am just not interested in politics 29 33

I don’t trust any of the election information available 24 33

I am too busy with work or my family 43 32

It is too hard to get the information necessary to make my voting 
decision

25 23

My vote doesn’t make a difference 20 21

The results of elections just don’t have any effect on me 
personally

19 17

It’s too hard to figure out where to vote 11 16

Voting is an isolating and lonely experience 8 12

The poll workers are unfriendly or unhelpful 6 11

The voting equipment is difficult to use 9 10

I do not feel that the United States is my home 6 10

I’m not comfortable in my polling place 7 8

I don’t have access to election information in my preferred 
language

10 7
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The Time Barrier

African Americans who agreed that they were too busy to vote were asked to identify the 
specific time barrier. African American respondents were similar to others in naming long job 
hours as the main component of the time barrier. A majority of African American infrequent 
voters and 34% of African American nonvoters named long job hours. 

Voting itself taking too much time was the second most named time barrier, cited by 19% of 
infrequent voters and 18% of nonvoters. Lack of childcare and difficulty finding the information to 
vote were also named.  0% of African American infrequent voters named “finding the information 
to vote” as a time barrier.
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The Information Problem

Among African Americans, the greatest problem with election information is that it is 
untrustworthy. A majority of African American nonvoters as well as 44% of African American 
infrequent voters rated “untrustworthy” information as the greatest barrier. These percentages 
are significantly greater than those of all nonvoters (39%) and all infrequent voters (29%). 

Difficulty understanding information was also reported by both groups (36% of African American 
infrequent voters and 32% of nonvoters), although in slightly smaller proportions than all 
infrequent voters (49%) and all nonvoters (39%). 
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Registering to Vote

African American nonvoters were asked to respond to a series of questions about their history 
of registering to vote. Compared to all nonvoters, African Americans were more likely to know 
where to find voter registration forms (74%) than all nonvoters (68%). 22% don’t want to register 
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because they want to make sure that their information remains private, and 29% say that they 
don’t want to register because they don’t want to get called for jury duty. 13% said that they 
thought they were already registered through the DMV. 

41% of African Americans say they have been registered at some point before and 21% say 
they have filled out a voter registration form. African Americans were slightly less likely than 
other groups to say it is difficult to stay registered because they move around so much (21%).

Registering to Vote (Nonvoters) % Agree

 
African 

Americans 
All 

I know where to find voter registration forms 74 68

I have been registered before, but not at my current address 41 44

I have filled out a voter registration form 21 30

I don’t want to register because I want my information to be private 22 23

I don’t want to register because I don’t want to get called for jury duty 29 24

I thought I was registered through the DMV 13 18

I move around so frequently that it is difficult to stay registered 21 24

I don’t want to register because it could cause trouble for my family 4 6

Issues that Motivate People to Vote

Like all respondents, African Americans are most motivated to vote by the issue of education 
and schools. African Americans are also motivated to vote by the issues of the economy, 
leadership, and health care. African American nonvoters are less motivated by the issue of 
leadership (6%) compared to African American infrequent voters (15%).

Also motivating, though to fewer African Americans, are the war on Iraq, taxes, the budget, and 
crime and public safety. Taxes are more important to African American nonvoters (13%) than to 
African American infrequent voters (8%) and all nonvoters (6%). 

The analysis indicates that African American infrequent voters are more motivated to vote 
than African American nonvoters.  21% of African American nonvoters say that nothing would 
motivate them to vote, compared to 17% of all nonvoters. 4% of African American infrequent 
voters say nothing would motivate them to vote, a percentage which is slightly less than all 
infrequent voters (8%).
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Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

Education/Schools 20 21 17 23

Government/Leadership 12 15 13 6

The Economy 17 12 11 12

Health Care 12 12 7 4

War on Iraq 10 10 7 8

Taxes 9 8 6 13

The Budget 5 7 2 2

Crime and Public Safety 3 6 3 5

War on Terrorism/National Security 6 5 5 7

Cost of Living 3 3 4 8

Growth, Development and Land Usage 1 2 1 *

Immigration 4 1 3 1

The Environment 4 1 2 2

Housing 1 1 1 5

Transportation, Roads and Freeways 1 1 1 1

Nothing would motivate me to vote 8 4 17 21

* Less than one percent

Election Day Holiday

An Election Day holiday does not have a significant effect on the likelihood that African 
American respondents would vote. 73% infrequent voters and 64% of nonvoters say that an 
Election Day holiday would not make any difference in how likely they are to vote. Of those who 
do say it would make a difference, they are more likely to say it would encourage them to vote, 
especially among nonvoters.
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Election Day Holiday

 
Infrequent 

 Voters
Nonvoters

 All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

More likely to vote 20 15 16 24

No difference 64 73 70 64

Less likely to vote 15 12 12 11

Election Information Sources

Respondents were asked about the influence that various sources of election information have 
on their voting decisions. Among African American infrequent voters, local newspapers were 
rated as very influential, as well as network and cable TV news. 71% of infrequent voters say 
conversations with friends are influential. Conversations with family are also important, with 69% 
of infrequent voters saying they are either very or moderately influential. 

Less influential were endorsements from public figures, radio campaign ads, alternative media, 
campaign phone calls, and door-knocking campaign volunteers. 

Election Information Sources (African American Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Local newspaper in English 36 36 10 17

Network TV news in English 34 33 12 17

Conversations with family 33 36 12 17

Cable TV news in English 33 40 11 13

Conversations with friends 28 43 11 15

Local radio news 27 36 9 25

Endorsements from community groups 27 25 16 24

Phone call from a political campaign 22 25 10 36

continued on the next page
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Election Information Sources (African American Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Talk radio 21 36 13 26

Internet 21 34 4 33

TV ads from a political campaign 20 30 20 29

Endorsements from public figures 19 28 15 28

Radio ads from a political campaign 18 37 14 29

Alternative media 18 26 13 30

Volunteer at your door from a political campaign 18 17 11 49

Mail from a political campaign 13 42 6 35

Media in a language other than English 9 20 6 60

Current Events Information Sources

Like all voters, television is an important information source for African Americans surveyed. 
50% of African American infrequent voters and 67% of African American nonvoters get most of 
their information on current events from television. African American nonvoters are less likely 
than infrequent voters to receive their information from newspapers (28% of infrequent voters, 
23% of nonvoters), but both groups rely on newspapers more than all infrequent and nonvoters 
generally.

Current Events Information Sources

 
Infrequent 

 Voters
Nonvoters

 All
African 

Americans
All

African 
Americans

Network TV 24 26 27 31

Cable TV 23 24 29 36

Newspaper 21 28 18 23

Internet 14 5 11 4

Radio 9 3 4 1

Conversations with friends 
& family

6 6 6 3

Alternative media 2 3 2 *
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Detailed Findings: Asian Pacific Islanders

The respondents to the survey included 100 self-identified Asian Pacific Islander infrequent 
voters and another 103 self-identified Asian Pacific Islander (API) nonvoters. Further analysis of 
these API respondents yields additional results.

Right Direction Versus Wrong Track

When asked whether California is going in the right direction or is off on the wrong track, Asian 
Pacific Islanders responded more positively than other groups. 56% of API infrequent voters 
think that California is moving in the right direction, compared to 50% of all infrequent voters. 
45% of API nonvoters think California is moving in the right direction compared to 40% of all 
nonvoters. Both API groups are less likely to think California is on the wrong track, and more 
likely to not know how they feel about the direction of California.

Right Direction / Wrong Track

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

Right Direction 50 56 40 45

Wrong Track 33 17 37 25

Don’t Know 17 27 23 30

Importance of Voting

API infrequent voters ascribe similar importance to voting as other infrequent voters. 72% of API 
infrequent voters think that voting is extremely important or very important. API nonvoters are 
more likely to say that voting is important when compared to all nonvoters. 58% say that voting 
is extremely important or very important compared to only 47% of all nonvoters. 
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Importance of Voting

Infrequent 
Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

Extremely important 28 24 22 18

Very important 49 48 25 40

Moderately important 19 21 26 25

Not so important 2 3 13 8

Not at all important 1 2 13 7

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting

API infrequent voters have two primary reasons for not voting. The first reason is that there are 
no candidates that they believe in (31% of API infrequent voters). The second main reason is 
that they are too busy to vote (29%). This is different than the overall infrequent voters, who cite 
being busy as a reason for not voting much more frequently than they cite “No candidates that I 
believe in” (28% cite being busy compared to 20% who do not believe in any candidates). 

Similar to all nonvoters, API nonvoters’ most frequent reason for not voting is that they are 
too busy (24%). Not knowing how or where to register is a strong secondary reason for API 
nonvoters. 15% of API nonvoters say that not remembering how or where to register to vote is a 
reason they do not register, compared with only 7% of all nonvoters. A third significant barrier to 
voting for the API nonvoting population is that it is too hard to get all of the information they need 
to vote (10% of API voters compared to 5% of all nonvoters). 
 

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

I am too busy to vote 28 29 23 24

There are no candidates that I believe in 20 31 10 7

It’s too hard to get all the information I need to vote 9 8 5 10

There are no issues that affect me 6 3 2 5

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report

continued on the next page



California Voter Participation Survey

94

Most Important Reasons for Not Voting or Registering to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

I don’t remember to vote / I don’t remember how or 
where to register to vote

6 5 7 15

Voting doesn’t make a difference 3 2 10 5

Too many issues on the ballot 2 2 3 2

My polling place moves constantly * * N/A N/A

*Less than one percent.

Barriers in the Voting Process

The degree of difficulty API infrequent voters attribute to specific barriers is similar to that of 
all infrequent voters.  Like all other infrequent voters, the largest barriers to voting for API 
infrequent voters include difficulty understanding the voter information pamphlet (21%) and 
getting necessary information (21%). Voting by absentee ballot was described as difficult by 
10% of the respondents, compared to 6% of all infrequent voters. 

For all API infrequent voters, getting voter materials in their preferred language was described 
as difficult by only 8% of the respondents. For those who took the survey in Cantonese, 14% 
said it was difficult to get voter materials in their preferred language. However, this group is 
small in sample size, and the results should be interpreted with caution.

The following table details results regarding barriers in the voting process for all API infrequent 
voters.

Voting Process (API Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Reading and understanding the voter information pamphlet 37 36 21 6

Getting the information necessary to make your voting decision 38 33 21 8

Getting voter materials in your preferred language* 69 14 8 9

Voting by absentee ballot 26 14 10 50

Voting at your polling place 62 20 9 9

continued on the next page
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Voting Process (API Infrequent Voters) 

Very 
Easy

Some-
what 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Finding your polling place 69 18 8 5

Registering to vote 70 23 6 1

*These percentages reflect all API respondents. Of those who completed the interviews in Cantonese: 54% said very 
easy, 20% said somewhat easy, 14% said difficult, and 11% did not know or have not tried. 

The table that follows details results for API infrequent voters by language.  In total, 61 API 
infrequent voters whose first and primary language is not English were surveyed.  35 API 
infrequent voters whose first and primary language is English were surveyed. 

Voting Process:  API Infrequent Voters By Language

API 

First & Primary Language: English 

API

First & Primary Language: NOT English

Very 
Easy

Somewhat 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Very 
Easy

Somewhat 
Easy

Difficult

Don’t 
Know / 
Haven’t 

Done

Reading and 
understanding the 
voter information 
pamphlet

40 34 20 6 36 36 22 6

Getting the 
information 
necessary to make 
your voting decision

49 26 20 5 34 38 21 7

Getting voter 
materials in your 
preferred language

86 9 0 5 61 18 10 11

Voting by absentee 
ballot

23 14 3 60 30 13 12 45

Voting at your polling 
place

74 11 9 6 57 21 10 12

Finding your polling 
place

77 11 6 6 66 20 10 4

Registering to vote 80 20 0 0 66 23 10 0
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Voting Attitudes and Experiences

API nonvoters have slightly more positive attitudes toward voting than other nonvoters, and API 
infrequent voters’ attitudes are similar to other infrequent voters. Both API groups are more likely 
to say that voting is an important part of being a good citizen; that voting is an important way 
to voice your opinions on issues that affect your family and community; and that voting lets you 
choose who represents you in government.

However, Asian Pacific Islanders have less interest in politics than all voters. Both API groups 
are less immersed in a pro-voting culture than other respondents. Asian Pacific Islander 
nonvoters were less likely to say that they are interested in politics. Both groups were less like 
to say that their family votes in most elections; that their friends vote in most elections; or that 
their families discussed political issues and candidates growing up. API nonvoters were more 
likely to say that their friends hardly ever talk about politics.

Among Asian Pacific Islanders, as with all respondents, positive attitudes toward voting are 
more common among infrequent voters, while cynicism toward voting is more common among 
nonvoters. 

Overall, API respondents feel positively about voting. They see staying informed as important 
(96% infrequent voters and 87% of nonvoters agree), recognize their civic duty to vote (96% 
infrequent voters and 83% of nonvoters agree), and see the opportunity to voice their opinions 
through voting (95% and 86%). API respondents believe that voting lets you choose who 
represents you in government (91% and 82%), believe that their vote makes a difference in the 
outcome of the election (85% and 75%), and believe that their votes are counted accurately 
(87% and 77%). API nonvoters have more positive attitudes than all nonvoters. 
 
API infrequent voters and nonvoters are divided in how much they like voting. 92% of API 
infrequent voters like voting, but only 58% of API nonvoters do. API nonvoters are more likely to 
say that they like to vote than nonvoters generally (58% of API nonvoters compared to 48% of 
all nonvoters).

There is less presence of a pro-voting culture in both API groups compared to all nonvoters and 
infrequent voters, and evidence of pro-voting culture is visibly different between API nonvoters 
and API infrequent voters. Despite the overall difference in pro-voting culture, API infrequent 
voters and API nonvoters follow politics similarly, and this is in contrast to all infrequent voters 
and nonvoters. 77% of API infrequent voters and 68% of API nonvoters follow politics compared 
to 82% of all infrequent voters and 62% of nonvoters. Other evidence of pro-voting culture 
shows a divide between API nonvoters and API infrequent voters. 73% of infrequent voters’ 
families vote in most or all elections compared to only 39% of nonvoters’ families. Growing up, 
54% of infrequent voters’ families and only 42% of nonvoters’ families often discussed politics. 

Both API groups’ friends are not politically engaged. The majority of Asian Pacific Islander 
nonvoters and infrequent voters say that their friends hardly ever talk about politics (67% of 
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nonvoters and 59% of infrequent voters). Only 58% of infrequent voters and 30% of nonvoters’ 
friends vote in most elections. 

There is also cynicism evidenced among some Asian Pacific Islanders. Both API groups equally 
agree that there is no one on the ballot that they want to vote for (39% of infrequent voters and 
38% of nonvoters). 24% of infrequent voters and 36% of nonvoters say that they make more of 
a statement by not voting than by voting.

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report
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Voting Experiences and Attitudes

API Infrequent 
Voters

API Nonvoters

Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

It is important to stay informed about political issues 87 5 87 12

Voting is an important part of being a good citizen 93 6 83 13

Voting is an important way to voice your opinions on 
issues that affect your family and your community

95 4 86 10

Poll workers are generally polite and helpful 87 5 63 10

I like to vote 90 8 58 30

I believe that when I vote, my vote will be counted 
accurately

87 10 77 19

Voting lets you choose who represents you in government 90 9 82 12

I believe that my vote makes a difference in the outcome 
of the election

85 12 75 20

My family votes in most or all elections 73 24 50 42

I am interested in politics and follow it in the news when I 
have the chance

77 18 68 28

My friends vote in most or all elections 48 17 41 42

Growing up, my family often discussed political issues and 
candidates

53 46 42 51

My friends hardly ever talk about politics 59 36 67 24

There is no one on the ballot that I want to vote for 39 49 39 45

I make more of a statement by not voting than I would if I 
voted

24 72 36 54

Most Important Reason to Vote

Making your voice heard is the most important reason to vote for API nonvoters (34%) and 
infrequent voters (32%). This is in contrast to all infrequent voters, 43 percent who say this is the 
most important reason to vote. Supporting a particular candidate is also named by a significant 
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proportion of both groups. 12% of API nonvoters and API infrequent voters think that voting is 
part of their civic duty.

Most Important Reason to Vote

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

Make your voice heard / express your opinion 43 32 32 34

To support a particular candidate 24 30 19 24

Civic duty 9 12 9 12

To support a particular ballot issue 6 5 5 *

Something on ballot affects my family 3 5 2 *

Can’t complain unless you vote 5 5 10 6

To oppose a particular candidate 2 * 3 6

Pressure from family & friends 1 1 1 2

Something on ballot affects pocketbook 1 3 2 1

People struggled for the right to vote 3 2 4 1

To oppose a particular ballot issue * 1 1 3

As long as people don’t vote, government will be 
controlled by corporations/special interests

* 1 1 1

*Less than one percent

Reasons People Don’t Vote

The top reason that API respondents do not vote in every election is that they feel that politics 
are controlled by special interests. 75% of infrequent voters and 64% of nonvoters say that this 
is a reason they do not vote. 

API nonvoters and infrequent voters frequently cite information as a barrier to voting. Asian 
Pacific Islanders are much more likely than other infrequent voters and nonvoters to say that it 
is too hard to sift through all the information available to make good decisions on how to vote 
(56% and 58% respectively). The issues being too confusing is a reason for not voting for over 
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half of API nonvoters and infrequent voters. One-third of API infrequent voters and 44% of API 
nonvoters say that it is too hard to get the information necessary to make their voting decision, 
and 31% of infrequent voters and 35% of nonvoters do not trust the information that is available. 
One quarter of infrequent voters and 27% of nonvoters say that they do not have access to 
information in their own language. Among those who took the survey in Cantonese, 31% of 
nonvoters and 37% of infrequent voters agreed that language is a barrier to voting.

Candidates not speaking to respondents was another frequently agreed-with reason for 
not voting (58% of nonvoters and 55% of infrequent voters). Corresponding to that, 35% of 
infrequent voters and 55% of nonvoters say they are not interested in politics. Being busy was 
also a major reason, with 55% of nonvoters and 35% of infrequent voters agreeing that being 
busy prevents them from voting in every election. 

Asian Pacific Islander nonvoters are more likely to think that their vote makes a difference 
when compared to other nonvoters. 27% of API nonvoters feel that their vote does not make 
a difference compared to 39% of all nonvoters. API nonvoters and API infrequent voters have 
a similar opinion about making a difference, with 24% of infrequent voters agreeing that their 
vote does not make a difference compared to 27% of nonvoters. API nonvoters were much 
more likely to believe that their vote would be counted accurately than all nonvoters. 27% of API 
nonvoters do not believe their vote will be counted accurately compared to 38% of all nonvoters. 

Asian Pacific Islanders have somewhat less positive attitudes about the voting experience 
itself. Asian Pacific Islanders are slightly less comfortable finding their polling place, find voting 
equipment more difficult to use, are more likely to find voting an isolating and lonely experience, 
and are also slightly more likely to find poll workers unfriendly or unhelpful. 25% of API 
nonvoters and 18% of API infrequent voters say that it is too hard to figure out where too vote. 
13% of infrequent voters and 14% nonvoters say that voting equipment is difficult to use. 11% of 
infrequent voters and 13% of nonvoters find voting an isolating and lonely experience. 10% of 
infrequent voters and 17% of nonvoters are not comfortable in their polling place. Finally, many 
API infrequent voters and nonvoters feel that there are too many things on the ballot (46% of 
infrequent and 56% of nonvoters).

Reasons People Don’t Vote (% Agree)

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

Politics are controlled by special interests 66 75 69 74

It is too hard to sift through all the information available to 
make good decisions on how to vote

45 56 52 58

I don’t feel that candidates really speak to me 49 55 55 58

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report
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Reasons People Don’t Vote (% Agree)

Infrequent 
 Voters

Nonvoters

All API All API

The issues are too confusing 42 51 48 51

There are just too many things on the ballot 37 46 44 56

I am too busy with work or my family 43 35 46 55

I am just not interested in politics 29 35 45 55

It is too hard to get the information necessary to make my 
voting decision

25 33 34 44

I don’t trust any of the election information available 24 31 36 35

The results of elections just don’t have any effect on me 
personally

19 27 29 29

I don’t have access to election information in my preferred 
language

10 25 12 27

My vote doesn’t make a difference 20 24 39 27

I don’t believe that my vote will actually be counted accurately 22 20 38 29

It’s too hard to figure out where to vote 11 18 18 25

The voting equipment is difficult to use 9 13 13 14

Voting is an isolating and lonely experience 8 11 13 13

I’m not comfortable in my polling place 7 10 12 17

The poll workers are unfriendly or unhelpful 6 8 11 9

I do not feel that the United States is my home 6 9 9 7

continued from the previous page
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The Time Barrier

Asian Pacific Islanders who agreed that being busy was a reason for not voting were asked 
what their specific time barrier was. API respondents were similar to others in naming long 
job hours as the main component of the time barrier. 32% of API nonvoters and 42% of API 
infrequent voters named long job hours. Voting itself taking too much time was the second 
most named time barrier, with 24% of infrequent voters and 20% of nonvoters. Similar to earlier 
findings about information as a barrier to voting, 16% of infrequent API voters say that the time it 
takes to find information is a barrier to voting. Lack of childcare was also named by nonvoters. 
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The Information Problem

According to API respondents, the greatest problem with election information is that it is hard 
to understand. 47% of API infrequent voters and 36% of API nonvoters agree that it is difficult 
to understand information. Almost a third of infrequent voters and 37% of nonvoters think that 
information is untrustworthy. 15% and 14% of infrequent and nonvoters find information to be 
unavailable.
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Registering to Vote

API nonvoters were asked to respond to a series of questions about their history of registering 
to vote. 31% do not know where to find registration forms. Almost one-third thought that they 
were registered through the DMV. 26% don’t want to register because they want to make sure 
that their information remains private, and 20% say that they don’t want to register because they 
don’t want to get called for jury duty. 

25% say they have been registered at some point before and 27% say they have filled out a 
voter registration form. Asian Pacific Islanders were just as likely as other nonvoters to say it is 
difficult to stay registered because they move around so much (23%).

Registering to Vote (Nonvoters)

 API All 

I know where to find voter registration forms 69 68

I thought I was registered through the DMV 31 18

I have filled out a voter registration form 27 30

I don’t want to register because I want my information to be private 26 23

I have been registered before, but not at my current address 25 44

I move around so frequently that it is difficult to stay registered 23 24

I don’t want to register because I don’t want to get called for jury duty 20 24

I don’t want to register because it could cause trouble for my family 6 6

Issues that Motivate People to Vote

For Asian Pacific Islander infrequent voters, the issue that is most likely to motivate them to vote 
is the economy (31% of infrequent voters). The economy is also a strong motivating factor for 
nonvoters, with 20% saying that it is an issue that would motivate them to vote. The economy is 
much less likely to motivate all infrequent voters and nonvoters to vote. 
 
Like all respondents, Asian Pacific Islanders are motivated to vote by the issue of education 
and schools. Also motivating for Asian Pacific Islanders are health care and taxes. Other 
issues, including the war on Iraq, government leadership, the budget, and immigration, are less 
motivating for Asian Pacific Islanders. 11% of API infrequent voters and 15% of API nonvoters 
say that nothing would motivate them to vote.
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Issues That Motivate People To Vote

Infrequent  
Voters Nonvoters

All API All API

The Economy 17 31 11 20

Education/Schools 20 18 17 24

Health Care 12 13 7 9

Taxes 9 11 6 2

War on Iraq 10 6 7 7

War on Terrorism/National Security 6 5 5 3

Government/Leadership 12 4 13 8

The Budget 5 4 2 2

The Environment 4 4 2 3

Cost of Living 3 4 4 6

Housing 1 3 1 1

Immigration 4 1 3 3

Transportation, Roads and Freeways 1 1 1 1

Crime and Public Safety 3 * 3 8

Growth, Development and Land 
Usage

1 * 1 *

Nothing would motivate me to vote 8 11 17 15

*Less than one percent

Election Day Holiday

An Election Day holiday is more likely to increase the chance that Asian Pacific Islanders would 
vote than for other groups. 26% of API nonvoters and 23% of infrequent voters are more likely 
to vote if Election Day were a holiday. Close to 60% of all Asian Pacific Islanders say that an 
Election Day holiday would not make any difference in how likely they are to vote. 
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Election Day Holiday

 
Infrequent  

Voters
Nonvoters

 All API All API

More likely to vote 20 23 16 26

No difference 64 62 70 59

Less likely to vote 15 14 12 12

Election Information Sources

Respondents were asked about the influence that various sources of election information have 
on their voting decisions. Among API infrequent voters, network TV news in English was the 
most important source of information. 30% say it is very influential and 44% say it is moderately 
influential. Talk radio was the second most influential, with 26% saying it is very influential 
and 31% saying it is moderately influential. Conversations with family are next, with 25% 
saying they are very influential and 36% saying that they are moderately influential. In order of 
influence, next were cable TV news, the Internet, local newspapers in English, conversations 
with friends, local radio news, alternative media, media in a language other than English, TV 
ads from political campaigns, endorsements from community groups, and endorsements from 
public figures. Less influential were mail from a political campaign, door-knocking campaign 
volunteers, radio campaign ads, and campaign phone calls. 

Election Information Sources (API Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Network TV news in English 30 44 18 6

Talk radio 26 31 21 21

Cable TV news in English 25 37 24 13

Conversations with family 25 36 19 18

Internet 24 25 17 30

Local newspaper in English 23 43 22 10

Conversations with friends 23 41 22 13

Local radio news 18 50 17 13

Alternative media 17 31 27 17

continued on the next page
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Election Information Sources (API Infrequent Voters)

Very 
Influential

Moderately 
Influential

Slightly 
Influential

Not At All 
Influential

Media in a language other than English 16 20 14 48

TV ads from a political campaign 14 33 27 26

Endorsements from community groups 13 34 26 25

Endorsements from public figures 12 27 34 26

Mail from a political campaign 9 27 32 32

Volunteer at your door from a political campaign 8 20 18 49

Radio ads from a political campaign 7 32 27 34

Phone call from a political campaign 7 12 29 51

Current Events Information Sources

The Internet is the most commonly cited source of current events information for API infrequent 
voters. API infrequent voters are twice as likely as other infrequent voters to use the Internet 
as a source of current events information, with 28% of API infrequent voters citing the Internet 
compared to 14% of all infrequent voters.  API nonvoters are also more likely to cite the Internet 
than all nonvoters, (18% compared to 11%, respectively).   

API infrequent voters are less likely than all infrequent voters to cite the newspaper as an 
information source, with 13% of API infrequent voters citing newspapers compared to 21% of 
all infrequent voters.  This gap is not as acute when considering API nonvoters compared to all 
nonvoters:  17% of API nonvoters say they use the newspaper as an information source, as do 
18% of all nonvoters.  It should also be noted that cable TV is the most commonly cited source 
of information for API nonvoters.  

For infrequent voters, API subgroups are divided in the information sources they are likely to 
use. Education is a dividing factor, with college graduates more likely to get their information 
from the Internet (35%), the newspaper (19%) and TV (39%). Those without a college degree 
are more likely to get it from TV (51%).
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Current Events Information Sources

 
Infrequent 

 Voters
Nonvoters

 All API All API

Internet 14 28 11 18

Network TV 24 24 27 22

Cable TV 23 23 29 35

Newspaper 21 13 18 17

Radio 9 6 4 1

Conversations with friends 
& family

6 4 6 6

Alternative media 2 * 2 *

*less than one percent
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Other Subgroups

Spanish Speakers

For this analysis, Spanish speakers are defined as those respondents who were given the 
survey in Spanish. The analysis is only done for infrequent voters because very few nonvoters 
were given the survey in Spanish.  

Infrequent voters

Spanish-speaking respondents are less likely to say that California is moving in the right 
direction (24% compared to 51% of non-Spanish speakers).  19% say that they do not feel that 
the U.S. is their home (compared to 6% of other infrequent voters).  Almost half of Spanish 
speakers say that there is no one that they want to vote for, compared to only one-third of other 
infrequent voters.  They are more likely to say that they are making more of a statement by not 
voting than by voting (35% compared to 15% of other voters).  

Despite these facts, Spanish-speaking infrequent voters are more likely to say that voting is very 
or extremely important to them (89% compared to 76% of non-Spanish speakers).  100% say 
that voting lets you choose who represents you compared to 88% of other infrequent voters. 
Spanish speakers are less likely than other voters to say that politics are controlled by special 
interests (49% compared to 67% of other infrequent voters). 

Information is a barrier to Spanish-speaking infrequent voters.  Spanish speakers are less likely 
to say that getting the information they need to make their decision is easy (63% compared to 
78% of others).  Still, nearly two-thirds, 63%, say that it is easy to get materials in their preferred 
language.  41% of Spanish speakers say that it is too hard to get the information necessary to 
make a voting decision, compared to only 24% of other infrequent voters.  

Spanish speakers are less likely to talk about political issues with their friends and family.  They 
are less likely to say that their family votes in most or all elections (70% compared to 83% of 
other infrequent voters).  Only half of Spanish speakers say that their families talked about 
politics while they were growing up (compared to 60% of other infrequent voters).  Two-thirds 
say that their friends hardly ever talk about politics (compared to half of other infrequent voters).

The voting process itself is also more of a barrier for Spanish speakers compared to other 
infrequent voters.  27% say that it is too hard to figure out where to vote (compared to 10% of 
other infrequent voters).  80% say that voting at their polling place is easy, compared to 91% of 
other infrequent voters.  22% say that they are not comfortable in their polling place (compared 
to 6% of other infrequent voters).  40% say that they do not have access to voting materials 
in their own language (compared to 9% of other infrequent voters).  22% say that poll workers 
are unfriendly and unhelpful (5% of other infrequent voters).  29% say that say that voting 
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equipment is difficult to use (8% of others), and 19% agree that voting is an isolating and lonely 
experience (7% of others).  

Spanish speakers are more likely to say that endorsements, advertisements, and media in 
another language are influential in their voting decision.  Spanish speakers are likely to find 
these sources of information more influential than infrequent voters in general.  46% say that 
endorsements from public figures are influential (35% of other infrequent voters).  54% say 
endorsements from community groups are influential (40% of other infrequent voters).  46% say 
that mailings from campaigns are influential (33% of other infrequent voters), while 56% say that 
TV ads from campaigns are influential (37% of other infrequent voters).  54% say that radio ads 
are influential (31% of other infrequent voters), and 79% say that media in another language is 
influential, compared to 17% of other infrequent voters. 

Spanish speakers are less likely to say that network news is influential (51% compared to 65% 
of other infrequent voters).  They are even less influenced by cable TV news (44% compared 
to 61% of other infrequent voters).  Local newspapers in English are also not as important for 
Spanish speakers (42% compared to 66% of other infrequent voters).

New Latinos

New Latinos are defined as those people who identify themselves as Latino and were not born 
in the United States. 

Nonvoters

New Latino nonvoters are less likely to agree that California is moving in the right direction 
(33% compared to 42% of other nonvoters).  81% of new Latino nonvoters say that voting is an 
important part of being a good citizen, compared to 71% of other groups.  They are less likely to 
say that their votes don’t make a difference (28% compared to 40% of other nonvoters).  

Overall, information seems to be the primary barrier to voting for new Latino nonvoters.  Over 
a quarter of new Latinos say that they do not have access to voting materials in their preferred 
language (10% of others).  They are more likely to say that it is too hard to get the information 
necessary to make voting decisions (43% compared to 32% of other groups). They are also 
more likely to say that it is too hard to sift through all of the information to make good decisions 
about voting (62% compared to half of other groups).  Finally, new Latino nonvoters are more 
likely to say that the issues are too confusing (56% compared to 46% of other groups).  

Over 60% of new Latino nonvoters say that they are too busy with family and work to vote (61% 
compared to 44% of other groups).  More than other groups, they say that finding the necessary 
information is why they are too busy to vote (23% compared to 10% of other groups).  

When asked what the primary concern they have about information is, 19% of new Latino 
nonvoters (11% of other groups) say that information for voting is unavailable. 42% say that it 
is difficult to understand (39% of others).  New Latino nonvoters are less likely to say that the 
information is untrustworthy (34% compared to 40% of other groups).  
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Voting itself is also a barrier for new Latino nonvoters. They are more likely to say that voting 
equipment is difficult to use (19% compared to 12% of other groups).  They are also more likely 
to say that poll workers are unfriendly or unhelpful (19% compared to just 10% of other groups).  
They are much more likely to agree that there are too many things on the ballot (57% compared 
to 41% of other groups). Overall, they are also more likely to say that voting is an isolating and 
lonely experience (22% compared to 12% of other groups).

New Latinos are less likely to have been registered to vote before (26% compared to 48% of 
others), and they are twice as likely as other groups to say that they would vote if Election Day 
were a holiday (20% compared to 10% of other groups).

Infrequent voters

Although new Latino infrequent voters have some similar voting attitudes to Latino nonvoters, 
infrequent voters seem to trust the system less, are less immersed in a pro-voting culture, and 
appear more cynical toward the voting system in general when compared to other groups of 
infrequent voters.  Only 34% of new Latino infrequent voters say that California is moving in the 
right direction (52% of other infrequent voters).
  
38% of new Latino infrequent voters say that they are not interested in politics (28% of other 
groups).  New Latino infrequent voters are less likely to say that their family votes in most or all 
elections (72% compared to 84% of others).  They are also less likely to say that their family 
discussed political issues and candidates while growing up (50% compared to 61% of other 
infrequent voters). Fewer new Latino infrequent voters say that their friends vote in all or most 
elections (54% compared to 65% of other infrequent voters).  New Latino infrequent voters 
are more likely to say that they make more of a statement by not voting than by voting (27% 
compared to 15% of other groups).  They are also more likely to say that none of the candidates 
really speak to them (59% compared to 47% of other groups).  

New Latino infrequent voters find voting materials less available than other groups and are 
more likely to distrust the information that is available.  71% of new Latino infrequent voters say 
that it is easy to get the information necessary to vote (78% of other infrequent voters).  They 
are less likely to say that it is easy to get voting materials in their preferred language, and 22% 
say that they do not have any access to information in their preferred language (9% of other 
groups).  More than other groups, new Latino infrequent voters say that they do not trust any of 
the election information that is available (32% compared to 23% of other infrequent voters). 

New Latino infrequent voters have more difficulty with the voting process itself.  17% say that 
the voting equipment is difficult to use (8% of other infrequent voters).  They are more likely 
to say that the poll workers are unfriendly or unhelpful (13% compared to just 5% of other 
infrequent voters). 51% say that there are just too many things on the ballot (35% of other 
infrequent voters).  

New Latinos are more likely to say that the following are influential: endorsements from public 
figures (46% compared to 34% of others); endorsements from community groups (52% 
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compared to 40% of others); mail from political campaigns (48% to 31% of other groups); 
phone calls from political campaigns (29% to 19% of other groups); volunteers at their door 
from a campaign (31% to 20% of others); TV ads from a political campaign (55% to 36% of 
other groups); radio ads from a political campaign (50% to 20% of other groups); and media 
in a language other than English (59% to 15% of other groups).  They are less influenced by 
conversations with friends (51% of new Latinos compared to 60% of other groups).  

Established Latinos

Established Latinos are self-identified Latino respondents who were born in the U.S. and whose 
parents were born in the U.S.

Nonvoters

Overall, established Latinos have opinions about voting that are very similar to the rest of the 
population.  There are few significant differences between established Latinos and other groups 
of nonvoters.  Established Latinos are less likely to say that their friends vote in all or most 
elections (55% compared to 63% of other nonvoters). They are less likely to say that it is too 
hard to sift through all the information available to make good decisions on how to vote (39% 
compared to 53% of others).

Infrequent voters

Established Latino infrequent voters are quite similar to other infrequent voters.  They are 
slightly less likely to say that it is easy to register to vote (92% compared to 96% of all infrequent 
voters).  They are more likely to say that they discussed political issues and candidates with 
their families while growing up (64% compared to 59% of other voters).  They are less likely to 
say that candidates don’t speak to them (only 31% agree compared to 50% of other infrequent 
voters).  They are more likely to say that they don’t believe their vote will be counted accurately 
(35% compared to 22% of other infrequent voters).  They are twice as likely as other groups to 
say that voting equipment is difficult to use (18% compared to 9% of other infrequent groups). 
Finally, they are more likely to say that media in a language other than English is influential in 
their voting decision (32% compared to 19% of other groups).  

Younger People

Younger voters are those voters who are 25 years old and younger.

Nonvoters

Younger nonvoters have a less cynical opinion of voting than older nonvoters.  Younger 
nonvoters are more likely to say that voting is an important way to voice their opinion (88% 
compared to 78% of older nonvoters). They are less likely to say that politics are controlled by 
special interests (60% compared to 74% of older nonvoters).  However, they are much less 
likely than older nonvoters to discuss politics with their families (37% compared to 56% of older 
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nonvoters) and much more likely to say that they are too busy to vote (56% compared to 43% of 
older nonvoters).  

Younger nonvoters have less trouble sorting through information and issues.  They are less 
likely to say that information is hard to sift through (44% compared to 56% of older nonvoters). 
Younger nonvoters are less likely to say that the issues are too confusing (38% compared to 
53% of older nonvoters).  

Younger nonvoters are much less likely to have ever been registered or to have attempted 
to register to vote.  They are less likely to have ever filled out a voter registration form (25% 
compared to 34% of older nonvoters).  Less than a quarter of younger nonvoters has ever been 
registered to vote (compared to 55% of older nonvoters).

Infrequent Voters

Younger infrequent voters are similar to older infrequent voters.  However, there are some 
significant differences.  They are less likely to say that their friends vote in most or all elections 
(50% compared to 68% of older infrequent voters).  Younger voters are more likely to say that 
they are too busy to vote (53% compared to 40% of older voters).  

Younger infrequent voters are more influenced by personal contact from campaigns, TV ads, the 
Internet, and media in another language.  They are more likely to say that a phone call from a 
political campaign is influential (27% compared to 19% of older voters), as is a volunteer at their 
door (28% compared to 20% of older voters).  TV ads are more influential for them than for older 
infrequent voters (47% and 35% respectively).  Younger infrequent voters are more influenced 
by the Internet (54% compared to 37% of older infrequent voters).  They are also more likely to 
say that media in another language is influential (26% compared to 19% of older voters).

Less-Educated

The following section compares nonvoters and infrequent voters with a high school education or 
less to more highly-educated nonvoters and infrequent voters.  

Nonvoters

Overall, less-educated nonvoters know less about the voting process and are less likely to 
have ever been registered. They are much less likely to say that their friends vote in most or all 
elections (40% compared to 57% of more educated nonvoters).  

Less-educated nonvoters are less likely to know about the actual voting process.  They are also 
less likely to have ever been registered (36% compared to 50% of higher-educated nonvoters), 
and fewer know where to find voter registration forms (63% compared to 72%). Less-educated 
nonvoters are less likely to know if they are comfortable in their polling place (30% don’t know 
compared to 20% of more-educated) and are less likely to know whether voting equipment is 
easy to use (32% don’t know compared to 23% of more-educated nonvoters).  In addition to 

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report
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less knowledge about the voting process, they are more likely to say that they don’t believe that 
their votes will be counted accurately (44% compared to 34% of more educated nonvoters).  
When asked why they are too busy to vote, less-educated nonvoters were more likely to say 
that they had no childcare (15% compared to 5% of more educated) and were less likely to say 
that voting itself takes too much time (13% compared to 28% of more educated).  

Infrequent voters

Overall, less-educated infrequent voters rely heavily on campaign information and mass media 
for making their voting decisions.  They are not as involved in a pro-voting culture as more 
educated infrequent voters and find the issues more confusing.

Less-educated infrequent voters are not as likely to have discussed political issues and 
candidates with their families while growing up (53% compared to 61% of more educated).  
They are more likely to say that their friends hardly ever talk about politics (61% compared to 
46% of more educated) and are less likely to say that conversations with friends are influential 
when making voting decisions (49% compared to 62% of all). 

Less-educated infrequent voters are less likely to say that reading and understanding the voter 
information pamphlet is easy (70% compared to 80% of more educated infrequent voters).  
They are more likely to say that the issues are too confusing (49% compared to 40% of more 
educated infrequent voters).  

Less-educated voters rely more heavily on campaign information and media sources for making 
decisions about voting.  43% say that say that mail from a political campaign is influential (31% 
of more educated).  28% say a phone call from a campaign is influential compared to 19% of 
more-educated infrequent voters and the same is true for a campaign volunteer at their door.  
They are more likely to say that TV ads are influential (47% compared to 35%).  31% say that 
media in another language is influential (compared to 17% of more educated voters).  Less-
educated voters are less likely to say that the Internet is influential (31% compared to 44% of 
more-educated voters).  

Renters

For this analysis, we compare renters to homeowners.  

Nonvoters

Overall, renters are fairly similar to homeowners.  Renters are somewhat more likely than 
homeowners to say that they are interested in politics and follow it in the news when they have 
the chance (65% compared to 57% of homeowners).  They are less likely to say that there are 
too many things on the ballot (40% compared to 50% of homeowners).  Renters are less likely 
to say that their friends vote in most or all elections (46% compared to 61% of homeowners) 
and less likely to say that poll workers are friendly (56% compared to 65% of homeowners).  
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They are more likely to agree that voting is an isolating and lonely experience (15% compared 
to 9% of homeowners).  

Renters are more likely to say that they are too busy with work or family to vote (51% compared 
to 41% of homeowners).  They are almost twice as likely to say that they move around so 
frequently that it is difficult to stay registered (30% compared to 16% of homeowners).

Infrequent voters

Renting and homeowning infrequent voters are also similar.  Although most renters say that 
it is easy to get the information necessary to make their voting decision, they are less likely 
to say getting information is easy when compared to homeowners (73% compared to 81%). 
Renters are less likely to say that it is easy to vote by absentee ballot (36% compared to 45% of 
homeowners).  Renters are more influenced by the Internet than homeowners (45% compared 
to 35% of homeowners).  

Singles

Nonvoters

Single nonvoters and married nonvoters are quite similar.  Single nonvoters are less likely to 
be encumbered by lack of childcare and are less likely to have friends who vote in all or most 
elections (45% compared to 57% of married nonvoters).  Most single nonvoters believe their 
vote will be counted accurately (66%); however married nonvoters are more likely to say that 
their votes are counted accurately (75%).  Single nonvoters are less likely to say that they have 
been registered before (39% compared to 53% of married nonvoters).

Infrequent voters

There is even less of a difference between married and single infrequent voters.  Single 
infrequent voters are less likely to say that getting information to make their voting decisions 
is easy (74% compared to 80% of married infrequent voters).  They are less likely to say that 
their friends vote in most or all elections (58% compared to 68% of married voters).  They are 
more likely to cite job hours as a reason they are too busy to vote (49% compared to 36% of 
married infrequent voters).  Singles are less likely to say that conversations with their family are 
influential (61% compared to 70% of married infrequent voters).  

Cross-Tabulation Summary Report
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Low-Income

Low-income nonvoters and infrequent voters are defined as those voters who earn less than 
$25,000 a year.

Nonvoters

In general, low-income nonvoters have less involvement with a pro-voting culture and the voting 
process.  Only 34% of low-income nonvoters have ever been registered to vote (compared to 
53% of higher-income nonvoters). Low-income nonvoters are less likely to say that their family 
votes in all or most elections (59% compared to 67%) and are much less likely to say that their 
friends vote in most or all elections (41% compared to 58% of higher-income nonvoters).  Low-
income nonvoters are more likely to say that their friends hardly ever talk about politics (65% to 
57%).  

Overall, low-income nonvoters are less likely to trust that the voting process is fair and are less 
likely to think that their vote matters.  They are less likely to say that their votes will be counted 
accurately (65% compared to 73% of higher-income nonvoters), less likely to say that voting lets 
you choose who represents you in government (68% to 76% of higher-income nonvoters), and 
less likely to say that their vote makes a difference in the outcome of the election (58% to 65% 
of higher-income nonvoters).  Many do not trust any of the election information available (41% 
to 32% of higher-income nonvoters). 

Infrequent Voters

In general, low-income voters are similar to other infrequent voters. Differences lie in voting 
culture, in finding information, and in the voting process itself.

Low-income voters have a more difficult time getting information to make their decisions.  Only 
68% say that getting the information necessary to make your voting decision is easy, compared 
to 82% of higher-income infrequent voters. They are also less likely to say that voting at their 
polling place is easy (84% compared to 92% of higher-income infrequent voters).  
 
Fewer low-income voters say that their families discussed political issues and candidates while 
growing up (54% compared to 62%). They are less likely to say that their friends vote in all or 
most elections (55% compared to 67% of all infrequent voters).  They are also less likely to say 
that endorsements from community groups are influential (34% compared to 45% of higher-
income voters).  Over a fifth say that they make more of a statement by not voting compared to 
only 14% of higher-income infrequent voters. 

California Voter Participation Survey



119

Women and Men

Nonvoters

Overall, women and men nonvoters are very similar. Only one variable shows a marked 
difference.  Women are more likely than men to say that the issues are too confusing (52% 
compared to 43% of nonvoting males).

Infrequent Voters  

Infrequently-voting men and women have more differences than nonvoting men and women but 
are also fairly similar overall. 

Of men and women who say that they are too busy to vote, men are more likely to say that they 
work too many hours (49% compared to 37% of women).  Women are more likely to say that not 
having childcare makes them too busy (12% compared to 2% of men). 
 
Women are more likely to admit to having difficulty analyzing information that is available when 
voting.  Women are more likely to say that it is too hard to sift through information available to 
make a good decision on how to vote (49% compared to 39% of men).  They are more likely 
to say that the issues are too confusing (47% compared to only 35% of men). Women are also 
more likely to agree that there are too many things on the ballot (41% compared to 32% of 
men).  

When asked whether information is unavailable, hard to understand, or untrustworthy, 55% 
of women say that it is hard to understand (42% of men), 7% of men think it is unavailable 
(compared to 13% of women), and 27% of women think information is untrustworthy compared 
to 31% of men.
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California Voter Participation Charts
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Turnout among California Voters in Presidential Elections

The number of  Californians participating in elections has steadily increased over the past one hundred years, 
but has not kept pace with the population growth rate.

.

Number of Californians in Presidential Elections

Californians consistently represent approximately one out of every ten voters in presidential elections.  In 1960, 
approximately 69 million Americans voted in the Presidential election, 6.5 million of them Californians.  In 2004, 
approximately 122 million Americans voted, with about 12.5 million of those votes cast by Californians.
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Number of Californians in Presidential Elections

Californians consistently represent approximately one out of  every ten voters in presidential elections.  In 
1960, approximately 69 million Americans voted in the Presidential election, 6.5 million of  them Californians.  
In 2004, approximately 122 million Americans voted, with about 12.5 million of  those votes cast by 
Californians.
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Voting by Absentee Ballot

In the past twelve years, the percentage of  Californians voting absentee has doubled, from 17 percent in 1992 
to 33 percent in November 2004, corresponding to changes in state law that make it easier for Californians to 
vote absentee.
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Registration by Political Party

California’s electorate has grown more independent in recent decades.  In 1968, 95 percent of  California’s 
voters were registered with either the Democratic or Republican Party, while only 5 percent registered with 
minor parties or declined to state a party preference.  By 2004, the percentage of  California voters registering 
as “decline to state” or with a minor party grew to 22 percent, while registrations with the two major parties 
dropped to 78 percent.  
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FINAL RESULTS: CALIFORNIA VOTER FOUNDATION

Total sample size = 2145
Non-registered voters = 1054; Registered voters = 1091
Interview dates: July 25 – September 22, 2004

Respondents: 1000 registered voters living in California, have working telephone numbers, and who 
voted in zero or one of the last four statewide elections (March 2002, November 2002, October 2003, 
and March 2004). 1000 California residents have working telephone numbers and are eligible to vote, but 
are not registered. Also included is, an additional oversample of 145 African American, API, and Latino 
infrequent voter and nonvoter respondents.

Hello. This is __________________________ from EMH, an independent public opinion research firm. 
May I please speak with (NAME ON SAMPLE SHEET)? We are conducting a study of local issues in your 
area and would like to ask you some questions.  All of the information we will talk about is confidential.  
(IF ASKED HOW LONG IT WILL TAKE, RESPOND: About fifteen minutes.) (IF NECESSARY, SAY, “We 
are only interested in your opinions and are definitely not selling anything.”) 
 
SECTION 1: SCREENER 

ONLY RDD RESPONDENTS

1. Some people are registered to vote and others aren’t. Are you currently registered to vote? 

NON-REG

NO 100

2. On November 2 of this year, will you be 18 years old or older?

NON-REG

YES 100

3. Currently, only U.S. citizens are eligible to vote. Are you a U.S. citizen?

NON-REG

YES 100

4. Currently, residents on probation are ineligible to vote. Are you a currently on probation?

NON-REG

NO 100
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5. Do you have a valid California Driver’s License?

NON-REG

YES 78

NO 22

DON’T KNOW 0

REFUSE 0

ONLY LIST RESPONDENTS

6. Some people are registered to vote and others aren’t. Are you currently registered to vote? 

REGIST

YES 100

7. Some people vote in every election, some people vote in some elections, and some people never 
vote. Have you voted in none, some, or all of the four most recent statewide elections?

REGIST

ALL 0

SOME 93

NONE 7

DON’T KNOW 0

REFUSE 0

SECTION 2: MOOD 

ALL RESPONDENTS

8. Just in general, how do you think things are going in California – are things moving in the right 
direction, or are things off on the wrong track?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

RIGHT DIRECTION 40 50 45

WRONG TRACK 37 33 35

DON’T KNOW 23 17 20

9. Voting is more important to some people than to others. In general, how important is voting to you 
personally? Is it extremely important, very important, moderately important, not so important, or not at all 
important? 
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NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

EXTREMELY IMPORTANT 22 28 25

VERY IMPORTANT 25 49 37

MODERATELY IMPORTANT 26 19 22

NOT SO IMPORTANT 13 2 8

NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT 13 1 7

DON’T KNOW 1 1 1

RDD RESPONDENTS

10. What is the most important reason that you haven’t registered to vote? (OPEN-END. DO NOT 
READ ANSWERS)

NON-REG

IT’S TOO HARD TO GET ALL THE 
INFORMATION I NEED TO VOTE

5

THERE ARE NO CANDIDATES THAT I 
BELIEVE IN

10

THERE ARE NO ISSUES THAT AFFECT ME 2

VOTING DOESN’T MAKE A DIFFERENCE 10

I AM TOO BUSY TO VOTE 23

I DON’T KNOW HOW OR WHERE TO 
REGISTER TO VOTE

7

TOO MANY ISSUES ON THE BALLOT 3

OTHER 34

DON’T KNOW 6

SECTION 3: VOTING PROCESS 

ONLY LIST RESPONDENTS

Now I’m going to read you a list of steps in the voting process. Please tell me whether you think they 
are easy or difficult (FOLLOW-UP: Is that very or somewhat easy/difficult?). If you have never done the 
action, just say so.

ROTATE
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EASY DIFFICULT NO OPINION SUMMARY

Very
Some-
what

Some-
what

Very
Never 
Done

Don’t 
Know

Easy Difficult

11. 
Registering to Vote 80 16 2 1 <1 1 96 3

12. 
Getting the information 
necessary to make your 
voting decision

48 29 15 5 2 1 77 20

13. 
Reading and understanding 
the voter information 
pamphlet

42 35 17 3 2 1 77 20

14. Getting voter materials in 
your preferred language

83 9 3 1 3 1 92 4

15. 
Finding your polling place 75 15 5 2 2 1 90 7

16. 
Voting at your polling place 76 14 3 2 4 1 90 5

17. 
Voting by absentee ballot 33 9 4 2 50 2 42 6

SECTION 4: VOTING EXPERIENCES & ATTITUDES

ALL RESPONDENTS

Now I’m going to read you a list of statements about the voting process. For each statement I read, 
please tell me whether you agree or disagree. (FOLLOW-UP: Is that strongly or somewhat agree/
disagree?). If you don’t know, just say so.  ROTATE

RESPON-
DENTS

AGREE DISAGREE
Don’t 
Know

SUMMARY

Strongly
Some-
what

Some-
what

Strongly Agree
Dis-

agree

18. 
 

Poll workers are generally 
polite and helpful

NON-
REG

39 20 5 4 32 59 9

REGIST 71 21 1 2 5 92 3

TOTAL 55 21 3 3 18 76 6

19.
There is no one on the 
ballot that I want to vote for

NON-
REG

26 14 22 25 13 40 47

REGIST 13 20 25 34 8 33 59

TOTAL 19 17 23 30 11 36 53

20. 

 
My family votes in most or 
all elections

NON-
REG

43 19 13 18 7 62 31

REGIST 53 29 8 5 5 82 13

TOTAL 48 24 10 12 6 72 22
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21.
 

It is important to stay 
informed about political 
issues

NON-
REG

60 27 7 5 1 87 12

REGIST 75 21 2 1 1 96 3

TOTAL 68 24 4 3 1 92 7

22. 
I like to vote

NON-
REG

31 17 14 27 11 48 41

REGIST 62 30 5 2 1 92 7

TOTAL 46 24 10 14 6 70 24

23. 
I am interested in politics 
and follow it in the news 
when I have the chance

NON-
REG

35 27 16 20 2 62 36

REGIST 44 38 11 6 1 82 17

TOTAL 39 33 14 13 1 72 27

24.
My friends vote in most or 
all elections

NON-
REG

26 24 16 19 15 50 35

REGIST 31 33 12 9 15 64 21

TOTAL 28 29 14 14 15 57 28

 
25.
 

I make more of a statement 
by not voting than I would 
if I voted

NON-
REG

18 12 20 41 9 30 61

REGIST 9 7 15 64 5 16 79

TOTAL 14 9 18 53 6 23 71

26. Voting is an important part 
of being a good citizen

NON-
REG

49 23 9 15 4 72 24

REGIST 76 17 4 3 <1 93 7

TOTAL 63 20 6 9 2 83 15

27.
Growing up, my family 
often discussed political 
issues and candidates

NON-
REG

26 20 18 33 3 46 51

REGIST 32 27 17 23 1 59 40

TOTAL 29 24 17 28 2 53 45

 
28.
 

My friends hardly ever talk 
about politics

NON-
REG

37 23 17 20 3 60 37

REGIST 25 25 22 27 1 50 49

TOTAL 31 24 19 24 2 55 43

 
29.
 

I believe that when I vote, 
my vote will be counted 
accurately

NON-
REG

42 28 11 15 4 70 26

REGIST 59 30 6 3 2 89 9

TOTAL 50 29 8 9 4 79 17

30.
 

Voting lets you choose 
who represents you in 
government

NON-
REG

43 28 11 13 5 71 24

REGIST 57 32 6 4 1 89 10

TOTAL 50 30 8 9 3 80 17
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31.

Voting is an important way 
to voice your opinions on 
issues that affect your 
family and your community

NON-
REG

55 26 7 9 3 81 16

REGIST 74 19 4 2 1 93 6

TOTAL 65 23 5 6 1 88 11

32. 
I believe that my vote 
makes a difference in the 
outcome of the election

NON-
REG

36 27 12 23 2 63 35

REGIST 54 31 8 6 1 85 14

TOTAL 45 29 10 14 2 74 24

SECTION 5: VOTING MOTIVATION & BARRIERS 

ALL RESPONDENTS

33. What is the most important reason to vote in an election? (OPEN-END. DO NOT READ 
ANSWERS)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

CIVIC DUTY 9 9 9

TO SUPPORT A PARTICULAR CANDIDATE 19 24 22

TO OPPOSE A PARTICULAR CANDIDATE 3 2 3

PRESSURE FROM FAMILY & FRIENDS 1 1 1

SOMETHING ON BALLOT AFFECTS 
POCKETBOOK

2 1 1

SOMETHING ON BALLOT AFFECTS MY 
FAMILY

2 3 2

TO SUPPORT A PARTICULAR BALLOT 
ISSUE

5 6 5

TO OPPOSE A PARTICULAR BALLOT ISSUE 1 <1 1

PEOPLE STRUGGLED FOR THE RIGHT TO 
VOTE

4 3 3

MAKE YOUR VOICE HEARD/EXPRESS 
YOUR OPINION

32 43 38

CAN’T COMPLAIN UNLESS YOU VOTE 10 5 8

AS LONG AS PEOPLE DON’T VOTE, 
GOV’T WILL BE CONTROLLED BY 
CORPORATIONS/SPECIAL INTERESTS

1 <1 <1

OTHER: (________) 1 1 1

DON’T KNOW 10 2 6
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LIST RESPONDENTS

34. What is the most important reason that you sometimes don’t vote in elections? (OPEN-END. DO 
NOT READ ANSWERS)

REGIST

IT’S TOO HARD TO GET ALL THE 
INFORMATION I NEED TO VOTE

9

THERE ARE NO CANDIDATES THAT I 
BELIEVE IN

20

THERE ARE NO ISSUES THAT AFFECT ME 6

VOTING DOESN’T MAKE A DIFFERENCE 3

I AM TOO BUSY TO VOTE 28

TOO MANY ISSUES ON THE BALLOT 2

I DON’T REMEMBER TO VOTE 6

MY POLLING PLACE MOVES CONSTANTLY 1

OTHER 19

DON’T KNOW 6

ALL RESPONDENTS

Now I’d like to read you a list of reasons that some people don’t vote. For each statement that I read, 
please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree 
that it is a reason why you don’t vote in every election. ROTATE

RESPON-
DENTS

AGREE DISAGREE
Don’t 
Know

SUMMARY

Strong-
ly

Some-
what

Some-
what

Strong-
ly

Agree
Dis-

agree

35. 
 

It is too hard to 
sift through all the 
information available to 
make good decisions on 
how to vote

NON-
REG

25 27 19 23 6 52 42

REGIST 14 31 22 32 1 45 54

TOTAL 19 29 20 28 4 48 48

36. 
 

It is too hard to get the 
information necessary to 
make my voting decision

NON-
REG

15 19 25 36 5 34 61

REGIST 6 19 25 50 <1 25 75

TOTAL 10 19 25 43 3 29 68

37. 
 

I don’t trust any of the 
election information 
available

NON-
REG

15 21 27 31 6 36 58

REGIST 6 18 28 46 2 24 74

TOTAL 10 19 28 39 4 29 67
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38. 
 

I don’t believe that my 
vote will actually be 
counted accurately

NON-
REG

19 19 23 35 4 38 58

REGIST 7 15 24 52 2 22 76

TOTAL 13 17 24 43 3 30 67

39. 
 

I don’t feel that 
candidates really speak 
to me

NON-
REG

28 27 21 16 8 55 37

REGIST 17 32 27 21 3 49 48

TOTAL 22 30 24 19 5 52 43

40. 
 

It’s too hard to figure out 
where to vote

NON-
REG

7 11 24 55 3 18 79

REGIST 4 7 17 72 <1 11 89

TOTAL 5 9 21 63 2 14 84

41. 
 

I’m not comfortable in 
my polling place

NON-
REG

5 7 21 43 24 12 64

REGIST 2 5 15 75 3 7 90

TOTAL 4 6 18 59 13 10 77

42. 
 

The poll workers are 
unfriendly or unhelpful

NON-
REG

4 7 17 44 28 11 61

REGIST 2 4 16 74 4 6 90

TOTAL 4 5 17 59 15 9 76

43. 
 

I don’t have access to 
election information in 
my preferred language

NON-
REG

7 5 15 69 4 12 84

REGIST 4 6 12 75 3 10 87

TOTAL 5 6 14 72 3 11 86

44. 
 

My vote doesn’t make a 
difference

NON-
REG

20 19 19 40 2 39 59

REGIST 7 13 20 59 1 20 79

TOTAL 13 16 20 50 1 29 70

45. 
 

The voting equipment is 
difficult to use

NON-
REG

6 7 20 41 26 13 61

REGIST 3 6 19 69 3 9 88

TOTAL 5 7 19 55 14 12 74

46. 
 

Politics are controlled by 
special interests

NON-
REG

39 30 12 11 8
69

23

REGIST 28 38 14 14 6 66 28

TOTAL 34 34 13 12 7 68 25

47. 
 

The issues are too 
confusing

NON-
REG

21 27 21 27 4 48 48

REGIST 10 32 24 33 1 42 57

TOTAL 15 30 23 30 2 45 53
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48. 
 

I am just not interested 
in politics

NON-
REG

26 19 21 32 2 45 53

REGIST 9 20 22 48 1 29 70

TOTAL 18 19 22 40 1 37 62

RESPON-
DENTS

AGREE DISAGREE
Don’t 
Know

SUMMARY

Strong-
ly

Some-
what

Some-
what

Strong-
ly

Agree
Dis-

agree

49. There are just too many 
things on the ballot

NON-
REG

22 22 18 26 12 44 44

REGIST 11 26 24 37 2 37 61

TOTAL 16 24 21 32 7 40 53

50. I do not feel that the United 
States is my home

NON-
REG

6 3 9 81 1 9 90

REGIST 3 3 8 85 1 6 93

TOTAL 5 3 8 83 1 8 91

51. Voting is an isolating and 
lonely experience

NON-
REG

7 6 18 56 13 13 74

REGIST 4 4 15 76 1 8 91

TOTAL 5 5 17 66 7 10 83

52. The results of elections just 
don’t have any effect on me 
personally

NON-
REG

15 14 26 42 3 29 68

REGIST 7 12 20 60 1 19 80

TOTAL 11 13 23 51 2 24 74

53. I am too busy with work or 
my family

NON-
REG

24 22 18 34 2 46 52

REGIST 13 30 18 38 1 43 56

TOTAL 19 26 18 36 1 45 54

ASK ONLY IF GOOD/EXCELLENT ON Q53

54. Exactly what about being too busy with work or your family makes it difficult for you to vote? 
(OPEN-END. DO NOT READ ANSWERS)  (N=847)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

FINDING THE INFORMATION TO VOTE 12 10 11

VOTING ITSELF TAKES TOO MUCH TIME 22 21 22

JOB HOURS ARE TOO LONG 34 42 38

NO CHILDCARE 9 8 8

DON’T KNOW 22 18 20

REFUSE 1 1 1
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55. Many people argue that information about elections is not readily available, not easy to 
understand, and not trustworthy. Which do you think the greatest problem is? That information is not 
available, that it is just not easy to understand, or that it is not trustworthy? ROTATE.

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

UNAVAILABLE 12 9 10

HARD TO UNDERSTAND 39 49 44

UNTRUSTWORTHY 39 29 34

OTHER 3 7 5

DON’T KNOW 7 6 7

RDD RESPONDENTS

Now I’m going to read you a list of statements about registering to vote. For each statement I read, please 
tell me whether you agree or disagree. (FOLLOW-UP: Is that strongly or somewhat agree/disagree?). 
ROTATE.

AGREE DISAGREE
Don’t 
Know

SUMMARY

Strong-
ly

Some-
what

Some-
what

Strong-
ly

Agree
Dis-

agree

56. 
I know where to find voter registration forms 55 13 9 20 3 68 29

57. 
I have filled out a voter registration form 22 8 14 52 4 30 66

58. I don’t want to register because I want my 
information to be private

13 10 19 55 3 23 74

59. I don’t want to register because I don’t want 
to get called for jury duty

16 8 15 58 3 24 73

60. I don’t want to register because it could 
cause trouble for my family

3 3 15 76 3 6 91

61. 
I thought I was registered through the DMV 11 7 14 62 6 18 76

62. I move around so frequently that it is difficult 
to stay registered.

14 10 15 59 2 24 74

63. I have been registered before, but not at my 
current address.

37 7 10 43 3 44 53

ALL RESPONDENTS

64. What one issue would motivate you to vote? If no issue would motivate you to vote, just say so.  
(OPEN-END. TRY TO FIT INTO CATEGORIES. DO NOT READ LIST) PROBE: And what other issues 
are important to you? (CODE UP TO THREE ANSWERS.)
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NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

EDUCATION / SCHOOLS 17 20 18

THE ECONOMY 11 17 14

THE BUDGET 2 5 3

HEALTH CARE 7 12 10

CRIME AND PUBLIC SAFETY 3 3 3

TAXES 6 9 7

THE ENVIRONMENT 2 4 3

TRANSPORTATION, ROADS AND 
FREEWAYS

1 1 1

GROWTH, DEVELOPMENT AND LAND USE 1 1 1

HOUSING 1 1 1

GOVERNMENT / LEADERSHIP 13 12 12

COST OF LIVING 4 3 3

IMMIGRATION 3 4 3

WAR ON IRAQ 7 10 9

WAR ON TERRORISM/NATIONAL SECURITY 5 6 5

NOTHING WOULD MOTIVATE ME TO VOTE 17 8 12

OTHER (SPECIFY ______________) 7 9 8

DON’T KNOW 16 13 15

65. If Election Day were a holiday, would you be more likely to vote, less likely to vote, or would it 
make no difference to you? (FOLLOW-UP: Is that much more or somewhat more?)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

MUCH MORE LIKELY 12
16%

15
20%

13
18%

SOMEWHAT MORE LIKELY 4 5 5

NO DIFFERENCE 70 64 67

SOMEWHAT LESS LIKELY 4
12%

8
15%

6
14%

MUCH LESS LIKELY 8 7 8

DON’T KNOW 2 1 1

SECTION 6: INFORMATION SOURCES

LIST RESPONDENTS

Now I’d like to read you some sources of information people use to help them make their election 
decision.  For each that I read, please tell me how influential a source it is in helping you make your 
election decisions. Is it very influential, moderately influential, just slightly influential, or not at all 
influential. If you’ve never received information from the source, just say so. ROTATE.
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INFLUENTIAL
NOT 

INFLUENTIAL
Don’t 
Know

SUMMARY

Very
Moder-
ately

Slightly
Not At 

All
Influen-

tial

Not 
Influen-

tial

66. Endorsements from public figures 11 24 26 36 3 35 62

67. Endorsements from community groups 11 30 25 30 4 41 55

68. Mail from a political campaign 10 23 26 40 1 33 66

69. Phone call from a political campaign 7 14 18 58 3 21 76

70. Volunteer at your door from a political 
campaign

6 15 21 53 5 21 74

71. TV ads from a political campaign 13 25 25 36 1 38 61

72. Radio ads from a political campaign 9 23 25 42 1 32 67

73. Network TV news in English 27 37 20 15 1 64 35

74. 
Cable TV news in English 28 32 18 21 1 60 39

75. 
Local newspaper in English 25 40 19 15 1 65 34

76. 
Local Radio news 18 33 24 24 1 51 48

77. 
Talk Radio 19 30 17 32 2 49 49

78. 
Internet 17 23 15 41 4 40 56

79. 
Media in a language other than English 9 11 8 69 3 20 77

80. 
Alternative Media 14 27 20 30 9 41 50

81. 
Conversations with family 31 34 19 15 1 65 34

82. 
Conversations with friends 22 37 23 17 1 59 40
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ALL RESPONDENTS

83. Where do you get most of your information about the news and events of the day?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Newspaper 18 21 19

Internet 11 14 12

Network TV 27 24 26

Cable TV 29 23 26

Radio 4 9 7

Alternative Media 2 2 2

Foreign Media 1 <1 1

Conversations with friends and family 6 6 6

DON’T KNOW 2 1 1

SECTION 7: DEMOGRAPHICS 

Now I’d like to ask some questions about yourself for statistical purposes.

84. Do you have a full-time paid job, a part-time paid job, are you unemployed but looking for a job, 
self-employed, a homemaker, a student, or retired?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

EMPLOYED FULL-TIME 43 46 45

EMPLOYED PART-TIME 12 13 12

UNEMPLOYED 11 8 9

SELF-EMPLOYED 5 7 6

HOMEMAKER 7 9 8

STUDENT 8 7 8

RETIRED 12 8 10

REFUSE 2 2 2

IF EMPLOYED FULL-TIME, PART-TIME, SELF-EMPLOYED, OR STUDENT: 

85. How long is your average commute? 

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Under 15 minutes 38 36 37

15 to 29 minutes 25 26 25

30 to 44 minutes 15 18 17

45 minutes to 59 minutes 7 8 8
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1 to just under 2 hours 7 6 6

2 hours or more 2 2 2

WORK AT HOME/TELECOMMUTE 3 3 3

DON’T KNOW 2 1 1

REFUSE 1 <1 1

86. How do you get to work?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

I drive my own car 74 83 79

I borrow someone else’s car 2 2 2

I get a ride with a co-worker or friend 7 2 5

I ride my motorcycle or scooter <1 <1 <1

I use public transportation 6 3 4

I ride a bike or walk 6 6 6

DON’T KNOW 3 2 2

REFUSE 2 2 2

87. On average, how many hours do you work each week? 

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Under 20 hours 9 9 9

20 to 30 hours 14 14 14

30 to 40 hours 21 21 21

40 to 50 hours 37 36 37

50 to 60 hours 12 13 12

70 to 80 hours 2 2 2

More than 80 hours 1 1 1

DON’T KNOW 3 2 3

REFUSE 1 2 1

88. What is your age? (CODE “99” FOR REFUSE)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

UNDER 30 40 29 34

30-39 19 21 20

40-49 15 20 17

50-64 16 18 17
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65+ 7 8 8

REFUSE 3 4 4

89. How long have you lived in California? (CODE “99” FOR REFUSE)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Less than 5 7 5 6

5-9 4 5 5

10-19 23 17 20

20-29 25 27 26

30-44 23 26 24

45+ 15 17 16

REFUSE 3 3 3

90. Which of the following ethnic groups describes you? You can stop me when I’ve read your group. 
(READ LIST)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

White or Caucasian 54 60 57

Black or African American 8 4 6

Latino or Hispanic 21 20 20

Asian American or Pacific Islander 7 9 8

Native American 2 1 1

Mixed Race 5 2 4

Other (SPECIFY: (_______) <1 1 1

REFUSE 3 3 3

91. Do you currently own or rent your home or do you live with your parents?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

OWN 35 51 43

RENT 41 25 33

LIVE WITH PARENTS 20 20 20

OTHER 2 1 2

REFUSE 2 3 2
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92. Are you married, single, partnered, separated, widowed or divorced?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

MARRIED 34 50 42

SINGLE 40 31 36

PARTNERED 8 5 6

SEPARATED 3 1 2

WIDOWED 4 3 3

DIVORCED 9 7 8

OTHER <1 0 <1

REFUSE 2 3 3

93. Do you currently have children under the age of 18 living at home?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 38 39 38

NO 60 59 60

REFUSE 2 2 2

94. Are any of these children enrolled in public schools?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 29 29 29

NO 69 67 68

REFUSE 2 4 3

95. Is English your first language?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 83 82 83

NO 15 16 15

REFUSE 2 2 2

96. Is English the primary language spoken in your household?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 85 84 85

NO 13 13 13

REFUSE 2 3 2
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97. Were you born in the United States?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 84 81 82

NO 15 17 16

REFUSE 1 2 2

98. Were your parents born in the United States?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES 70 70 70

NO 28 27 27

REFUSE 2 3 3

99. Which of the following best describes your educational background?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Not a high school graduate 11 6 9

High school graduate, but no college 30 16 23

Some college, but not a college graduate 35 39 37

College graduate, but not post graduate 12 22 16

College graduate with some post graduate 
study

4 6 5

Post graduate degree 5 8 7

REFUSE 3 3 3

100. Are you or is anyone in your household a member of a labor union or employee association? 
(FOLLOW-UP: Is that you, a member of your household, or both?)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

YES, SELF ONLY 8 12 11

YES, HOUSEHOLD MEMBER ONLY 10 9 9

YES, BOTH SELF AND HOUSEHOLD 1 2 2

NOBODY IN HOUSEHOLD 78 74 75

REFUSE 3 3 3
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101. Do you currently have access to the Internet either at home, at work or somewhere else?

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

HOME 36 43 40

WORK 6 5 6

BOTH HOME AND WORK 26 34 30

SOMEWHERE ELSE 9 3 6

HAVE NO ACCESS 20 12 16

DON’T KNOW 1 <1 <1

REFUSE 2 3 2

102. Do you consider yourself very liberal, somewhat liberal, moderate, somewhat conservative or 
very conservative? (IF MODERATE, FOLLOW-UP: Do you lean toward liberal or toward conservative?) 

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

VERY LIBERAL 13 11 12

SOMEWHAT LIBERAL 22 21 21

MODERATE, LEAN LIBERAL 5 9 7

MODERATE 15 14 14

MODERATE, LEAN CONSERVATIVE 5 6 6

SOMEWHAT CONSERVATIVE 20 22 21

VERY CONSERVATIVE 10 10 10

OTHER (______________) 0 0 0

DON’T KNOW 8 4 6

REFUSE 2 3 3

103. Which of the following describes your religious preference?  (READ CHOICES) 

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Catholic 28 27 28

Protestant 40 38 39

Jewish 1 2 1

Muslim 1 1 1

Buddhist 2 3 2

Another Religion (WHICH _________) 2 2 2

No Religious Preference 21 20 21

REFUSE 5 7 6
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104. How often do you attend church, temple, or synagogue? (READ CHOICES)

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Never 35 28 31

Once a month or less 27 28 27

Between once a month and once a week 19 25 22

More than once a week 13 12 13

DON’T KNOW 3 2 3

REFUSE 3 5 4

105. Please stop me when I read the category that best describes your total annual gross income from 
all sources for the year 2003.

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

Under $15,000 21 16 18

$15,000 to just under $25,000 13 10 12

$25,000 to just under $40,000 17 14 15

$40,000 to just under $50,000 9 9 9

$50,000 to just under $75,000 10 13 12

$75,000 to just under $100,000 6 9 8

$100,000 to just under $150,000 4 8 6

$150,000 to just under $200,000 1 2 1

$200,000 or more 3 2 2

DON’T KNOW 6 3 5

REFUSE 10 14 12

That’s all the questions I have. Thank you for your time.

106. RECORD GENDER:

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

FEMALE 51 59 55

MALE 49 41 45
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PARTY REGISTRATION:

REGIST

DEMOCRAT 39

REPUBLICAN 33

DECLINE TO STATE 22

MINOR PARTY 6

LANGUAGE OF INTERVIEW:

NON-REG REGIST TOTAL

ENGLISH 97 92 94

SPANISH 1 5 3

CANTONESE 2 3 3
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Voter Participation: A Brief  Literature Review
Jessica Roberts

University of  California, Davis
Research Assistant, California Voter Foundation

Introduction

This summary provides a comprehensive but not exhaustive look at existing research on voting and 
registration issues in California, and elsewhere.  The review begins with the work on voting and turnout. It 
then turns to a discussion of  underrepresented voters, particularly in California.  The barriers to political 
participation identified by researchers are noted, as are suggestions for reform.  The summary explains the 
strong foundation for the California Voter Foundation’s 2004 voter participation survey laid by previous 
research.     

Methods of  Measuring Turnout

There is disagreement among scholars about how to measure voter turnout most accurately.  Thomas 
Patterson, for example, the author of  The Vanishing Voter, employs the traditional method of  measurement, 
which is to compare turnout to the voting-age population, or VAP.  Others, such as Michael McDonald and 
Samuel Popkin, the authors of  The Myth of  the Vanishing Voter, prefer to use what they call the voting-eligible 
population, or VEP, as a means of  measuring turnout. The VEP, they suggest, is more accurate, because 
it excludes those voting-age subgroups who are ineligible to vote, such as noncitizens and felons.  And it 
includes certain subgroups, such as American military personnel living abroad, who are not counted in the 
VAP method.  The crux of  McDonald and Popkin’s argument is that it is the ineligible population that is 
increasing in the United States, not the nonvoting population.  Their thesis also provides political reformers 
with real hope that voting participation can be improved, and it points particularly to the naturalization of  
immigrants as a major avenue for positive change. 

Increasing Participation among Immigrant Communities

California is a state heavily populated by immigrants.  A report by the Public Policy Institute of  California 
(PPIC) on the state’s demographics and civic engagement made a variety of  recommendations for increasing 
civic and political involvement.1  If  adopted and fully implemented, these strategies would lead to substantially 
greater voter registration and turnout rates in immigrant communities.  The report emphasized that first 
generation immigrants represent an untapped resource for civic involvement and stand to benefit immensely 
from increased community involvement by improving local conditions.  PPIC recommends that efforts 
to increase civic engagement should follow a regional approach, because the state has diverse regions and 
each struggles with unique issues.  The report also pressed for comprehensive improvements in economic 
conditions and educational attainment to reduce ethnic gaps in voting participation.  Greater outreach efforts 
by civic and political institutions were also recommended. 
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Predicting Turnout: SES or Civic Voluntarism?

Although socioeconomic factors like age, income, educational attainment and residential stability are 
considered by most scholars to be the strongest predictors of  voter turnout, other considerations also play a 
part in determining who is likely to vote or abstain, especially in relation to the “Asian Anomaly,” discussed 
later.  Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman and Henry Brady criticize the socioeconomic status (SES) 
model, arguing that “it fails to provide a coherent rationale for the connection between the explanatory 
socioeconomic variables and participation.”  Their alternative model, the Civic Voluntarism Model, is based 
on the assumption that resources, such as money, time and civic skills, are the key to understanding a person’s 
penchant for political activity, including voting.  “By showing how resources that are differentially available 
on the basis of  socioeconomic status affect various modes of  political activity, we explain not only why some 
individuals are more active and others less, but also why certain kinds of  people are more likely to engage in 
particular participatory acts.” 2  

Michael Schudson, in his book The Good Citizen: A History of  American Civic Life, argues that the commitment 
to citizenship in the United States has not disappeared or even declined.3  Instead, he thinks, it has changed.  
For Schudson, like others, methods of  defining and measuring political participation need to be reexamined.  
He insists that even if  voting rates are down, civic participation is still going strong in the micro-processes of  
American social life, although these are admittedly difficult to quantify.  According to Schudson, individual 
political activity has actually risen in the past 25 years.  In addition to standing in line at polling places 
to exercise their citizenship, people now involve themselves in politics in homes, schools and places of  
employment. 

Voting as a Rational Choice

According to Steven Rosenstone and John Mark Hansen, “people participate in politics not so much because 
of  who they are, but because of  the political choices and incentives they are offered.”4  They base this 
conclusion on an examination of  data from national elections between 1952 and 1988.  Restated, they believe 
that participation is explained by rational choice theory (RCT), which holds that people behave in whichever 
way best serves their own self-interest.  A rational choice is, thus, the result of  a calculation about the costs 
and benefits involved in the options presented in any given decision-making situation. 

Not everyone agrees that rational choice theory can satisfactorily explain voter turnout.  Raymond Wolfinger, 
for example, argues that RCT is “inherently unsuited to illuminating voter turnout.”5  Although Rosenstone 
and Hansen and others believe that people vote principally because they seek personal benefits or rewards, 
Wolfinger points out that it just doesn’t make sense to understand the act of  voting as a cost.  Nor can one 
really say that all voters anticipate reaping the same rewards or benefits from the multiple ballot initiatives 
often found in California elections.  Rational choice theory also fails to deal with the fact that most people 
cannot vote because they are not registered.  And furthermore, RCT has not, in Wolfinger’s view, properly 
explained variations in turnout from group to group, place to place, contest to contest, or election to election.  
Verba et al. are also skeptical about the usefulness of  RCT in explaining or predicting voting behavior.  
According to RCT, they say, it makes little sense for individuals to take part in politics, but a great many do.  
So, there must, in their view, be more to understanding voter participation than RCT can offer. 
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Participation and the Power of  Persuasion

Rosenstone and Hansen also found that people are more inclined to participate when they are invited to do 
so.  For example, people are more likely to vote if  they are contacted and persuaded by politicians, political 
parties, interest groups or activists.  Indeed, mobilization through a network of  personal contacts may be 
just as important an element in motivating participation as socioeconomic status.  This hypothesis is echoed 
in Ed Keller and Jon Berry’s work, The Influentials, in which the central premise is that there are a handful 
of  extremely persuasive individuals in the U.S. who make the society, culture, and marketplace run.6   Such 
influentials are the most socially and politically active Americans in their communities and they have myriad 
connections with a variety of  groups.  According to Keller and Berry, these people are twice as likely as the 
average person to be turned to for advice about politics, as well as consumer decisions. 

Mobilization

Mobilization appears to be a particularly effective strategy for increasing voter registration and turnout 
among traditionally underrepresented groups in the electorate.  Rosenstone and Hansen argue, in fact, that 
extensive mobilization is necessary in order to promote equality.  Too often, they claim, political mobilizers 
will target people who are convenient, predictable, identifiable and accessible, which usually means those who 
are educated, wealthy and powerful.  This strategy has particularly dire consequences for those who lack the 
resources that facilitate participation.  “The idle go unheard,” they write, and “do not speak up, define the 
agenda, frame the issues, or affect the choices leaders make.”7

Donald Green and Alan Gerber found that door-to-door canvassing is the most effective way to increase 
voter turnout when compared to other techniques such as phone banks and leafleting.  In their study of  
local election turnout, one additional vote was produced for every fourteen people successfully contacted in 
person by canvassers.  On the other hand, contacting eligible but traditionally underrepresented voters can be 
difficult, and the door-to-door method is quite expensive.8

Snapshots of  America’s Nonvoters

A national survey by Northwestern University’s Medill School of  Journalism polled 1,000 nonvoters prior to 
the 1996 presidential election and published the results as “No Show ’96: Americans Who Do Not Vote”, by 
Jack Doppelt and Ellen Shearer.9  Much of  what they found corroborated previous research.  Some of  their 
findings, however, are notable: 

• Likely nonvoters are disproportionately young, significantly less educated, and have lower incomes; 
• Minorities comprise a disproportionate share of  the nonvoting pool: thirty percent of  nonvoters are 
nonwhite, compared to 18% of  likely voters; 
• Nonvoters are far less likely to follow politics than voters are;
• 45 percent of  nonvoters said that they chose not to vote in 1992; and
• The suggestion that all nonvoters are information-deprived is not true.  28 percent of  the likely 
nonvoters interviewed said they read a newspaper six or seven days per week.

In 1999, a follow-up national survey looked at both nonvoters and voters (approximately 1,000 of  each) and 
then probed respondents further through a series of  small focus groups. The results culled from the focus 
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groups, as well as from in-depth follow-up interviews with thirty nonvoters, were published in Nonvoters: 
America’s No Shows.10  This work showed, among other things, that:

• One-third of  the electorate are what Doppelt and Shearer call “Now-And-Then” voters, with voting 
patterns ranging from most of  the time to very occasionally;
• Most nonvoters view voting as a choice, not a duty;
• Politicians are viewed as too packaged and too controlled by advisers and consultants;
• Citizens want more direct contact from political parties and politicians;
• Political news is viewed as biased;
• Politics are often viewed as a sort of  game that is too complex for the average citizen;
• Nonvoters tend not to believe in their political efficacy;
• Parents need to do more to talk to young people about politics and voting; and
• 40 percent of  nonvoters identify themselves as Independents.

Same day voter registration is often recommended as a strategy for increasing turnout.  Outreach efforts 
regarding where, when, and how to register have also been identified as useful strategies, because some 
of  those polled said they did not realize that they could register to vote, for example, at the Department 
of  Motor Vehicles or that they could vote by absentee ballot.  Doppelt and Shearer are generally skeptical 
about the cumulative impact of  often recommended strategies such as longer voting hours, weekend voting, 
mail-in voting, more flexible absentee voting rules, shorter ballots, and limitations on negative campaign 
advertising.  This amounts to nibbling at the edges, in their view, of  a nonvoter participation problem that will 
not be solved without more fundamental shifts in attitudes and beliefs about the importance of  participatory 
democracy. 

The Impact of  Post-Registration Provisions

In a 2002 study, Raymond Wolfinger, Benjamin Highton, and Megan Mullin looked at the effects of  four 
post-registration laws on voter turnout.11  The laws variously specify pre-election mailings informing each 
registrant of  the location of  his or her polling place, the mailing of  a sample ballot to each registrant, 
the implementation of  longer polling hours (keeping polls open in some cases from dawn until 9 p.m.), 
and requiring firms to give their employees time off  to vote.  They concluded that there was virtually no 
detectable relationship between provisions for time off  from work and registrants’ turnout.  Longer polling 
hours, however, were estimated to increase voter turnout by 2.1 percentage points.  Mailed information about 
polling place locations or upcoming ballot issues were especially helpful to voters with less education and 
raised their turnout anywhere from 1.2 to 4.3 percentage points.  Moreover, post-registration provisions are 
relatively inexpensive to implement and will likely face little opposition.

The National Voter Registration Act

The National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) of  1993 requires states to provide the opportunity to register 
to vote at drivers’ license and motor vehicle bureaus, as well as state aid agency offices and public libraries.  
Better known as the “motor-voter” law, the statute sought to increase turnout by alleviating barriers 
associated with and occurring during the registration process.  The law is specifically targeted at those who 
are least likely to register, such as those of  low socioeconomic status.12  David Hill conducted a study of  1996 
data to see if  implementation of  the motor-voter law had an impact on state-level turnout among traditionally 
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low-turnout groups, such as young people, minorities, and the poor.  Although his analysis did detect slight 
decreases in the age and racial biases of  available data about state-level voter turnout, it was difficult to 
explain the closing of  the gaps as a direct effect of  the motor-voter law.  Hill concluded that the effects of  
the NVRA were modest at best, although a future study might capture the longer-term effects of  the NVRA 
on voter turnout.13

In other work, Wolfinger and Hoffman found that while the NVRA did increase voter registration it did 
so at the expense of  minority racial groups.  Even though voter registration was also made available at 
public assistance agencies in an effort to compensate for any disparities, African American and Latino new 
registrants were still less likely than their white counterparts to use the NVRA to register.  Additionally, those 
registering under the NVRA were less likely to turn out (by 12-14 percentage points) than those registering by 
other means, indicating that those who make a concerted effort to register may be more committed to voting 
than those who register out of  convenience.

California’s Experiment with the Blanket Primary

In 1996, California voters enacted Proposition 198, an initiative that introduced the blanket primary to the 
state.  In June of  2000, however, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the blanket primary violated the rights of  
political parties to free association.  Blanket primaries are thought to be good for turnout because voters are 
free to participate in any party primary.  This arguably creates a greater incentive to participate than a closed 
primary in which only voters who are registered with a particular party can participate in that party’s primary.  
There are also open primaries, in which participation is open to all registered voters but each party has a 
separate ballot, and voters are restricted to participating in the selection of  nominees for one party in a given 
election.  

Did the short-lived blanket primary have any impact on participation?  Bruce Cain and Elisabeth Gerber 
found that it had a significant effect on crossover voting, where people switch parties, and that it moderated 
candidate ideology.14  They applaud the open primary for giving voters more party choices than they had 
before.  They did not find, however, that it significantly affected voter turnout.  And the effect of  pushing 
candidates to a more centrist platform may actually result in a narrower range of  choice for voters.  Most 
importantly, perhaps, Cain and Gerber highlight the fact that changing the rules of  voting does seem to 
change the incentives of  voters and candidates.  And this makes it likely that more experiments with the 
voting process will occur in future.

California’s Underrepresented Groups

For the California Voter Foundation’s research, we identified four groups that are underrepresented to 
varying degrees among the California electorate, and who are noticeably underrepresented in the state’s 
voting population—young people, Latinos, African Americans, and Asian Americans.  Each group has unique 
characteristics that place them at a disadvantage in the political process.  Consequently, the enfranchisement 
of  each group requires specific strategies and success depends both on an understanding of  the historical and 
contemporary challenges faced by each group and on the strengths and capacities that each group possesses.  



California Voter Participation Survey

154

Young People and Voter Turnout 

It is well established that age is one of  the best predictors of  voter turnout.  Age is a measure of  political 
experience and is related to other important socioeconomic predictors of  voting, like income and residential 
stability.15  Nonvoters have been consistently identified as disproportionately young: 27 percent are between 
the ages of  18-29.16   Furthermore, voters in the 18-24 age group have, with the exception of  1992, 
experienced a steady decline in turnout since 1972.17 

Some observers explain this by using the “life-experience” hypothesis, which holds that as people grow older 
they acquire resources that promote political participation.  They gain experience, knowledge, skills, and 
social connections that better prepare them to take part in the democratic process.  According to Rosenstone 
and Hansen, sixty-five-year-olds are 29 percent more likely to vote in presidential elections than eighteen-
year-olds.  It is only after age 67 that the probability of  voting begins to drop slightly, but even then only by 
about one percentage point.  The middle-aged are about twice as likely as the young to work for a party or 
a candidate and eighty-year-olds are more than twice as likely as eighteen-year-olds to contribute money to 
a party or candidate.  Overall, then, “participation in electoral politics increases throughout life.”18  These 
findings corroborate those of  Wolfinger and Rosenstone in Who Votes? and the work of  Doppelt and Shearer 
on nonvoters.19

Youth Opinion Polls

In 1998, the National Association of  Secretaries of  State (NASS) conducted a comprehensive opinion survey 
among young people.20  It showed, among other things, that: 

• Most young people lack a good understanding of  citizenship;
• Most young people don’t seek out political information, and don’t read papers or pay attention to TV 
news;
• Parental voting influences youth voting. Children learn to participate (or not to participate) from their 
parents;21

• One of  the main reasons young people don’t vote is that they don’t believe their vote counts and 
many say that they are simply not interested in politics or voting;
• Education was found to be positively correlated with registration and voting for the young (and for 
almost all age groups) and college-educated young people are more optimistic about the future of  the 
country than other young people;
• Young people are aware that political parties and candidates do not actively reach out to them, that 
negative campaigns serve to lower their interest in politics, and many see politicians as corrupt and 
untrustworthy;
• Those surveyed said that youth-moderated forums and politicians reaching out to them would 
encourage them to vote;
• Younger citizens want to vote on things that directly affect them, not abstract, unknown things;
• Youth want politicians to talk to them about things that they can relate to, such as college loans rather 
than school bonds; and 
• Many youth reported that their high school government and civics classes were inadequate and that 
they didn’t learn much about current events or political processes.22
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Based on its survey, NASS made several recommendations aimed at increasing youth voter turnout.  One was 
that more parental involvement needs to occur to improve learning about the importance of  citizenship and 
participation.  Second, high school government classes should be made more participatory and be designed to 
engage students.  And positive media coverage and more political party outreach to young people would help 
stimulate youth interest in politics and engage them for the long term.

In another study on youth political attitudes, surveys were distributed to 600 San Diego County high school 
seniors who participated in a Registrar of  Voters-sponsored effort to serve as official poll workers.23  Most of  
the respondents said their experience working at the polls was a positive one.  Ninety-eight percent said the 
experience made them more likely to vote in future elections and 93 percent said that they would recommend 
the experience to other students.

The Youth/Minority Intersect

The Public Policy Institute of  California reports that the voices of  younger, lower-income, and 
minority residents are less likely to be heard in the overall political process.  In the case of  Latinos, their 
underrepresentation at the polls has been attributed to this minority group’s relative youth.24  Additionally, 
research has found that post-registration factors, such as the dissemination of  sample ballots, polling place 
location information, and the extension of  polling place hours, positively affect minority groups because the 
changes most directly affect younger voters, who are overrepresented among minority groups.25

Latinos

According to the 2000 Census, persons of  Hispanic or Latino origin make up about a third (33 percent) of  
California’s population26 and their numbers have grown by a factor of  ten since 1950.27  Despite the rapid 
rate at which the Latino population is growing, however, Latinos make up only 13 percent of  California’s 
registered voters.  Furthermore, it is estimated that if  current trends prevail whites will comprise a mere 
30 percent of  the population by 2040 but still account for the majority of  voters.28  It is crucial, then, to 
understand the barriers Latinos face in getting to the polls.

Latino Diversity

Previous research tells us that identifying barriers and proposing solutions to overcoming those barriers for 
Latinos will not be a clear-cut process.  The first step is to dispel the major misconception about California’s 
Latino population, which is that it is a homogeneous voting bloc.  There are, in fact, numerous Latino 
subgroups in California, with varied ideologies and party affiliations.  The limited previous research on 
Latinos and voting has operated under the assumption that all Latinos share similar concerns and, therefore, 
vote or would vote along ethnic lines.  Recent work recognizes that “the Latino population defies simple 
description and categorization,”29 and that an important key to understanding Latino political action and 
inaction is an appreciation of  the differences between Mexicans, Cubans, Salvadorans, and other Latino 
subgroups.  This makes descriptions of  the barriers to participation faced by Latinos in general limited in 
their value.  The following discussion should be read with this caveat in mind.  
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Latino Registration

The fact that 32 percent of  Latinos living in California do not have United States citizenship is one major 
barrier to their voter registration.  To address this, the Public Policy Institute of  California calls for a tripartite 
solution consisting of  English language instruction, the provision of  assistance in applying for citizenship, 
and additional resources for implementing the naturalization process.30  Louis DeSipio, author of  Counting on 
the Latino Vote, also argues that the naturalization process is unduly difficult and unfair, especially for older 
immigrants.  He wants the process reformed, specifically so that the citizenship test is offered in a variety of  
languages.31  His critique of  the naturalization process is mirrored in the PPIC report on immigration and the 
California electorate.32

Latino Turnout

One of  the most widely accepted explanations for low voter registration and turnout among Latinos is 
provided by the socioeconomic status model (SES) that takes four major factors into account when assessing 
a person’s likelihood to vote. They are age, education, income, and residential stability.  According to PPIC, 
this small set of  factors accounts for most of  the turnout differences between ethnic groups.33  PPIC 
contends that if  Latinos had the same SES as whites, their voting rate would be similar or equal to that of  
whites.  But Latinos tend to be young (over one-third of  Latinos in the U.S. are under the age of  18), they 
tend to have less education and income, and they tend to change residences more often than whites.34  So, 
being Latino does not in and of  itself  reduce participation.  It is associated, rather, with a lack of  political 
resources.35

Other possible approaches to increasing Latino turnout:

• Nativity is connected to turnout; the longer Latino citizens have lived in the U.S., the higher their 
turnout.  According to a PPIC study, this is due to socializing and exposure factors, which facilitate 
turnout.36

• Country of  origin plays a role in participation.  For example, Mexicans have the lowest registration 
rate among Latinos and Puerto Ricans have the highest rate.37  The influence of  place of  birth on 
participation, however, is moderated by the length of  time lived in the United States.  So, aging and 
longer residence in the Latino population should boost participation.38

• Though no direct effects of  post-registration laws on Latinos were observed, these provisions do 
benefit categories in which Latinos are overrepresented, such as younger and less-educated voters.  
One study suggests that statewide implementation of  such post-registration laws could increase the 
turnout of  Latino registrants by as much as 4.6 percentage points.39

• Two studies on majority-minority congressional districts established that such districts do indeed 
increase Latino voter turnout.40  In fact, Latino voter turnout was 33 percentage points higher in 
majority Latino districts than that in majority white districts.41  The studies concluded that Latinos 
were more likely to vote when they felt that they were able to play a prominent role in a given election.

California Voter Participation Survey
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• A study conducted by the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
(CIRCLE) found that contact mobilization, and especially contact through co-ethnics, can be an 
effective method for increasing Latino registration.42

African Americans

African Americans have a long history of  disenfranchisement in the United States.  Beginning with slavery 
and continuing into modern times, discriminatory legal barriers, such as Jim Crow laws in the southern states, 
and constitutional violations, such as the “grandfather clause” have either severely restricted the right to 
vote among African Americans or in many cases have effectively denied that right.  Not until the 1960s with 
passage of  the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act of  1965 were African Americans able to take 
full advantage of  their right to participate.  Since then they have made substantial progress in overcoming the 
legal and social barriers placed before them.43 

African Americans comprise 6.2 percent (2,184,000) of  the population in California.44  Nationwide, African 
Americans were only recently surpassed by Latinos as the largest minority group, though in California 
Latinos have held that position for several years.  Some 6 percent of  California’s registered voters are 
African American (approximately 900,000) but in the 2002 midterm election they made up only 4 percent of  
voters (down from 13 percent in the 1998 midterm election).  When compared to other California minority 
groups, such as Latinos and Asian Americans, African American participation is almost at parity with their 
proportionality in the total population, although the numbers may mask other participation discrepancies.

Registration and African Americans

For African Americans, as for other minority groups, low voter registration and voting participation have 
been attributed in the past to socioeconomic factors:  age; education; income; and residential stability.45  
According to PPIC, these factors account for most of  the turnout differences across California’s white, black 
and Latino populations.  If  blacks had the same socioeconomic status as whites, their voting rates would be 
comparable, which is why PPIC argues that the racial divide in civic engagement won’t disappear unless there 
is general social and economic progress.  Thus, greater outreach efforts by civic and political institutions, 
as well as efforts to reduce income and educational differences, are prerequisites for reducing participation 
gaps.46

The Voting Rights Act and Majority-Minority Districts

The Voting Rights Act of  1965 was a principal means of  enhancing African American political participation.47   
The law eliminated many of  the discriminatory election practices in place at the time, including literacy 
tests, and opened the door for greater black participation.  According to a 1994 PPIC study of  elections in 
majority-minority congressional districts, turnout among voting-age blacks was highest in districts where 
blacks and Latinos were equally matched and together formed the majority.48  In fact, black turnout on 
average was 6.6 percentage points higher than their turnout in majority white districts, and white turnout 
did not suffer.  Conversely, black turnout was found to be lowest whenever a single non-black community 
of  any race or ethnicity clearly dominated the electorate, thereby marginalizing blacks.  The report’s overall 
conclusion is that the Voting Rights Act has helped create a more dynamic political life for many African 
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Americans as well as an electorate that more closely mirrors the demographic make up of  California.49  
Because turnout among African Americans is highest when they believe they are able to play a meaningful 
role in politics, the report calls for the use of  race-conscious districting mechanisms to ensure representative 
participation in the future.

Other research on African American voters tells us that:
 

• African Americans are participating at high levels, especially when they have the opportunity to win 
with a candidate of  their own or a candidate supportive of  an agenda for racial inclusion;50 
• African American candidates win more than 50 percent of  the time when African Americans are the 
predominant minority group in the district; and
• The universal implementation of  longer polling hours and pre-election mailings could raise African 
American voter turnout by as much as 3.6 percentage points.51

Asian Americans

Asian Americans account for only 4.2 percent of  the United States population but make up 12.3 percent 
(4.2 million) of  the population in California, which has the largest Asian American population of  any 
state.52  Asian Americans, however, constitute only 5 percent of  the California electorate53 and like Latinos 
are consistently underrepresented at the polls.  Unlike Latinos (and African Americans), however, Asian 
Americans do not have their political participation shaped primarily by socioeconomic variables.  This striking 
phenomenon is commonly referred to as the Asian Anomaly.  According to Pei-Te Lien, socioeconomic 
status, “the cornerstone of  traditional theories of  participation, does not adequately explain patterns of  
participation among Asians.”54  So, what does explain the relatively low levels of  Asian American voting 
participation?  

Asian American Demographics and Statistics

Although interethnic differences are often glossed over or ignored completely, the Asian American population 
in California and throughout the United States is very diverse.  No single country is the dominant source 
of  Asian immigrants.  The 2000 Census found 19 percent of  California Asians are from the Philippines; 19 
percent from China, Taiwan and Hong Kong; 10 percent from Vietnam; 9 percent from Korea, and nearly 7 
percent from India.55  It follows that the Asian American community is also linguistically diverse, though most 
members are proficient in English.  Thus, each ethnic community within the Asian American population has 
a unique set of  issues, priorities, and voting tendencies.56  Among Asian immigrants in California, those born 
in the Philippines and Vietnam have the highest rates of  citizenship (63 percent each) and the highest voting 
rates.  Clearly, when assessing Asian American voting behavior, country of  origin is relevant. 57

Among all adult Asians in California, the citizenship rate is 59 percent.  Four out of  five adult Asians in 
California were born outside the United States.  Among these foreign-born Asians, a little more than half  
have become U.S. citizens.58  For all immigrants, including Asian American immigrants, voting is a three-step 
process: naturalization, registration, and voting.59  Research indicates that the most effective approaches to 
overcoming the citizenship barrier include providing assistance with completion of  the naturalization process, 
expanding the availability and accessibility of  English language classes, and employing other direct mobilizing 
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techniques (preferably working through Asian American interest groups, churches, and other institutions).60  
Many groups are already working to change structural barriers to voting, such as unfair redistricting plans and 
the lack of  Asian-language bilingual ballots.61

Explaining the Asian American Turnout Gap

Asian Americans exhibit a high degree of  informal political participation and most Asian Americans 
vote if  and when they are eligible.  In fact, registered Asian Americans are almost as likely to vote as their 
white counterparts.62  Scholars suggest that low overall Asian American voting levels do not reflect apathy, 
but are principally attributable to a general lack of  satisfaction with the citizenship and voter registration 
requirements, which are often referred to as institutional barriers.63  It is also relevant that Asians in the 
United States have long been subjected to racism and disenfranchisement, and legal restrictions against their 
obtaining U.S. citizenship existed as recently as 1952.64   Some attribute Asians’ lack of  political incorporation 
to the fact that many Asians migrated from countries lacking democratic traditions.  Others suggest that 
Asians, more so than other groups, believe that the path to individual and collective achievement lies in 
economics, not politics.65 

Year of Entry as Predicting Factor

In some research, year of  entry replaces income as the key predictive factor in the traditional age, income, 
and educational attainment equation used to anticipate Asian American voter turnout.66  In fact, in one study, 
year of  entry was the single most important factor in determining voter registration rates.  The analysis 
also showed that Asian immigrants and refugees have lower voter registration rates than Asian American 
citizens.  Furthermore, naturalized citizens who have lived in the U.S. for over twenty years have registration 
rates comparable to, if  not greater than, those of  U.S.-born Asian Americans.  It can be concluded from this 
that the importance of  time-dependent variables for electoral participation is consistent with the idea that 
immigrants and refugees often must undergo a prolonged process of  social adaptation and learning before 
they can realize full participation in their newly adopted country.67
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