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INTRODUCTION  

Civic participation is an important measure of  the health of  a democracy. Latino civic 
participation in the United States is lower than other groups across a number of  indicators, 
not the least of  which is voter turnout. With Latinos representing 17% of  the population 
today and projected to reach 30% by 2060, ensuring that this group participates fully in all 
aspects of  our society should be an imperative for the country as a whole.     

To help address this challenge, the Aspen Institute Latinos and Society Program, in part-
nership with the Aspen Institute Citizenship and American Identity Program, convened a 
diverse group of  distinguished scholars, organizers, and other sector experts and leaders in 
Aspen, Colorado to discuss the challenges and causes of  low participation and to develop 
recommendations for boosting results in the United States.   

While voter registration and turnout were an important focus of  the gathering, particularly 
in light of  the 2016 elections, participants also looked at a wider set of  civic health indicators 
such as engaging with elected officials, organizing around community issues, rates of  
naturalization, running for office, participating in local schools or church-related activities, 
volunteering, and otherwise engaging with one’s community.  

Who Are U.S. Latinos?
As an initial matter, it is important to understand that “Latino” is a very American concept, 
encompassing people whose origins are from a wide range of  Latin American countries. The 
term includes people that are foreign-born and American-born, citizens and non-citizens, 
and English speakers and non-English speakers. Latinos are represented in all sectors of  
society and are liberals, conservatives, small business owners, church-goers, teachers, CEOs, 
military veterans, and much more. Understanding the subsets of  the Latino population will 
lead to better strategies for boosting civic participation than will implementing broad-brush 
efforts to engage Latinos as a whole.  

Discussions on race in the United States have traditionally been dominated by a white-black 
dichotomy, but a significant portion of  the population today consists of  Latinos, Asians and 
Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and others. There are some 55 million Latinos living in 
the United States today. Of  these, some 19 million are foreign born, and the remaining 35 
million are U.S. born citizens.1 Among immigrant Latinos, 6.2 million are naturalized U.S. 
citizens,2 at least 5.1 million are legal permanent residents (“Green Card” holders who can 
work and travel in the U.S. legally but are not U.S. citizens),3 and approximately 8.1 million 
are undocumented (lacking legal permission to live or work in the U.S.).4  
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While the percentage of  whites in the population has been declining since the 1980s, the U.S. 
Latino population is growing rapidly. The Latino population is also overwhelmingly young; 
the average age within the U.S. Latino population is 28 and the largest age group is 0-5 years 
(compared to an average age of  42.8 and the largest age group being 50-54 for the U.S. white 
population).5 Because the current Latino population skews so heavily towards the young, it 
is inevitable that the eligible Latino electorate will at least double in the next 20 years, just 
from people aging in.6 

Given the size of  the U.S. Latino population, their growing civic and economic importance, 
and their relatively low participation rates, it is vital to explore ways to unlock Latino civic 
potential in the United States.

How Have U.S. Latinos Been Engaging?
The Latino electorate is at a critical juncture. Since the 2000 elections, the rate of  growth 
of  registered Latino voters has not kept pace with the rate of  growth of  eligible Latino 

voters. In the 2014 midterm elections, there were almost 
as many unregistered eligible Latinos (12.2 million) as 
registered (12.9 million) and California and Texas, two states 
with the largest Latino populations, each actually has more 
unregistered eligible Latinos than registered.7 Restrictive 
and outdated state voting policies in many places – including 
lack of  early voting, lack of  same day registration, and 
onerous identification requirements – along with the lack of  
sustained outreach by the major U.S. political parties beyond 
key battleground states and critical elections, have further 
dampened Latino voter turnout. Political scientists have 
determined that the act of  voting itself  is reinforcing and that 
people who vote across three cycles are much more likely 
to be voters for life. Increasing Latino political participation 
rates today will pay dividends for generations to come; 
missing the opportunity to do so will also have consequences 
for generations to come.  

Just as voting rates are lower than one would expect given demographic growth, so too 
are naturalization rates among Latinos. The Pew Research Center estimates that, after 10 
years, 78% of  all immigrants, other than Mexicans, who are eligible have naturalized. The 
naturalization rate for Mexican immigrants is only 36%. An estimated 3 million Latinos are 
eligible to naturalize but have not done so.8  

Beyond voting and naturalization, answers to U.S. Census surveys indicate that Latinos 
generally have lower rates of  civic engagement than non-Latinos in terms of  talking to 
public officials, volunteering, trust in public institutions, and other mainstream American 
indicators of  how communities and individuals are participating in society. We recognize 
that there are limitations in the dataset, in terms of  what it measures and how it is 
collected. Additionally, experiential and anecdotal evidence suggests that survey questions 
underrepresent what is occurring informally in churches, communities, family networks, 
and elsewhere. Even with these shortcomings there is general consensus that there is a need 
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for significant improvement in understanding and increasing participation rates among 
Latinos. Some social scientists argue that Latinos are participating at exactly the rates that 
their socioeconomic status and younger average age would suggest, particularly given the 
limited efforts and resources typically applied toward engaging them. The social science data 
is very clear: if  people are actually asked, they tend to vote and participate.  

There are several non-traditional areas of  civic engagement where Latinos have shown 
great energy. One of  these is the push for immigration reform. This has taken many forms, 
from the historic marches around the nation in 2006 to the activism of  the undocumented 
“DREAMer” youth “coming out” as undocumented and engaging in civil rights activities 
despite the threat of  deportation. Other areas of  great civic vitality in the Latino community 
include high levels of  church participation and charitable support, the creation of  national 
networks of  ethnic civic associations, the role played by ethnic and Spanish language media, 
and entrepreneurial business start-up rates.9   

How Can U.S. Latino Civic Potential Be Unlocked?
Voter engagement is, in some ways, the most straightforward aspect of  civic participation 
and receives a relatively large amount of  attention. While undeniably important, voter 
engagement is not the only aspect of  civic participation that matters. A more holistic 
approach is needed to address a range of  issues, all of  which are intertwined and are 
important to making democracy strong. Civic education, organizing, and advocacy, for 
example, can give Latinos meaningful involvement that 
may lead them to vote, pursue electoral politics, or seek 
other leadership opportunities within their communities. 
Naturalization is also an important precondition to facilitate 
such forms of  participation.  

The availability of  financial resources can determine the 
success or failure of  efforts to boost civic participation. 
Many funders look at their work in silos. Those who fund 
English-proficiency, for example, generally do not think of  
themselves as supporting civic participation, though it is often 
a precondition to such participation. Other funders look 
solely at voter participation, overlooking other forms of  civic 
participation that reinforce voting, while political funders underestimate the importance 
of  naturalization as an “on ramp” to voting. More needs to be done to help funders look at 
civic engagement more comprehensively and at the ways these different activities reinforce 
the overarching goal of  active participation in civil society.  

Surveys indicate that English proficiency, overall education, and income are strong drivers 
of  civic participation in the United States. All of  these indicators look promising for the 
19 and under Latino cohort, which is also the largest cohort.10 Ninety-three percent of  
all Latinos under 18 are U.S. born11 and are more likely to graduate high school, enroll in 
college programs, be English-dominant, and use social media.12 Surveys also indicate that 
Latinos have relatively strong confidence in the media, are more likely to get their news from 
broadcast media (radio and television), and index high on usage of  mobile devices, which 
means these tools could be utilized for engaging Latinos in civic activities.  
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While funding is usually in short supply, there is no shortage of  great ideas for ways to 
increase Latino civic participation. The group in Aspen developed a lengthy list of  possible 
strategies to promote U.S. Latino civic potential, including (but by no means limited to) the 
following:  

1. Invest in and carry out a culturally relevant engagement strategy geared toward 
Latinos

• Help Latinos overcome their mistrust of  institutions

2. Carry out sustained investment and engagement in the Latino community beyond 
election cycles

• Mobilize and engage Latino voters, especially in key swing states, including 
targeted voter registration drives 

• Invest in and activate community-based organizations (CBOs)

• Engage philanthropy in Latino civic participation and break down the siloed 
approach

• Increase funding to support these efforts

3. Build coalitions, engage sympathetic groups 

• Engage the military and veterans, as well as other organizations that foster 
a sense of  civic responsibility, such as Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, and Hispanic 
fraternities and sororities

• Work with religious organizations to help promote issues such as 
naturalization, voter registration, and get-out-the-vote (GOTV)

• Connect the Latino community with the Asian and Pacific Islander, African 
American, and LGBTQ communities around civic participation efforts

4. Restart a movement for teaching civic education

• Reinstate civic education in schools

• Engage CBOs in offering civic education

• Develop educational games, apps, and books that teach politics, civics, and 
voting

5. Invest long-term in youth, from access to early childhood education to leadership 
development 

6. Support Latino leadership

• Identify and support potential Latino leaders and political candidates 

• Train and mentor them in governing once elected to ensure their success

7. Reform campaign regulations and financing 
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8. Promote electoral strategies that increase voter turnout and prevent impediments to 
voting

• Promote compliance with the federal National Voter Registration Act of  1993 
to expand voter registration opportunities and voting rights

• Change state electoral rules that disenfranchise, including certain state voter ID 
requirements 

• Create a national ID card as part of  a federally-sponsored voter registration 
system 

• Make the timing of  local elections more conducive to participation 

• Make election day a national holiday so people can get to the polls

• Modernize voting (e.g., automatic registration, multiple languages, multiple 
means)

• Allow same-day voter registration  

9. Promote integration and naturalization, which are preconditions for civic participation

• Promote and invest in English-proficiency for all Americans

• Encourage naturalization for legal permanent residents and immigrant 
integration

• Pass comprehensive federal immigration reform 

10. Improve data collection, research, and analysis to better understand the Latino 
community and engage with them more effectively

• Develop a set of  non-traditional indicators of  civic engagement to better 
capture the ways that Latinos engage civically

Many of  these ideas are closely related or interconnected and actions are already occurring 
on many of  these fronts. The goal of  the Aspen convening was to come up with actionable, 
innovative, creative, and collaborative strategies to strengthen the work that is already un-
derway and to come up with new ideas for boosting Latino civic participation. The group 
identified four priority focus areas that combine many of  the elements in the list above: 1) 
immigrant integration and naturalization, 2) voter engagement, 3) civic education, and 
4) leadership development. The remaining sections will elaborate on each of  these four 
critical areas with an eye to big ideas, research needs, challenges to overcome, and opportu-
nities to advance progress.






