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Abstract: Despite continued growth and dispersion of the Latino immigrant population in 
the United States, the lingering effects of a sluggish national economy and growing anti-
immigrant sentiments have contributed to ongoing marginalization and exclusion, further 
hindering their participation in American civic life. Despite these challenges, Latino 
immigrants have remained engaged, yet the factors and processes that facilitate 
participation in American society remain poorly understood. Data from the Latino 
National Survey and focus groups with Latino immigrants were used to examine how 
variations in levels of acculturation, demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status 
(SES), and characteristics of the immigrant experience influence the civic engagement of 
Latino immigrants in American society. We found that citizenship, length of residence in 
the United States, and higher SES enhanced civic engagement, while brown skin color, 
migration for economic reasons, and Mexican ancestry decreased participation. The 
level of acculturation significantly moderated the effects of these contextual factors. 
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Over the past four decades, the Latino immigrant population in the United States has 
increased rapidly and has dispersed to a broader range of geographic locations throughout 
the country (DeSipio, 2011; Fischer & Tienda, 2006; Fraga et al., 2010; Passel, 2005, 
2009; Pew, 2007; Smith, 2008; U.S. Census Bureau, 2010a). Latinos, both immigrants 
and those born in the United States, are estimated to total 25% of the U.S. population by 
the year 2050, and have already become the statistical majority population in several 
states (Fraga et al., 2010; Passel, 2005, 2009; Pew, 2007; U.S. Census Bureau, 2009a, 
2009b, 2010a; Wampler, Chávez, & Pedraza, 2009). At the same time, however, Latino 
immigrants continue to be marginalized within American society and underserved by 
U.S. social service delivery systems (Deaux, 2011; Delano, 2011; Moore & 
Pinderhughes, 1993; Telles & Ortiz, 2008). Of equal concern, Latino immigrants 
historically have been excluded from multiple segments of American society, including 
middle class suburbs, skilled and white-collar employment sectors, predominantly white 
schools, and numerous social and community groups (Berry, 2002; DeSipio, 2011; 
Fischer & Mattson, 2009; Fischer & Tienda, 2006; Golash-Boza; 2006; Muñoz, 2008; 
O'Brien, 2008; Piedra & Engstrom, 2009; Piore, 1979; Sander & Putnam, 2010; Telles & 
Ortiz, 2008). Moreover, Latino immigrants have been the targets of harmful stereotypes, 
discrimination, unwarranted police intervention, and racial profiling (Correia, 2010; 
Fraga et al., 2010; Massey, Durand, & Malone, 2002; Muñoz, 2008; O'Brien, 2008; 
Portés, & Rumbaut, 2006).  
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Furthermore, there has been a palpable anti-immigrant sentiment surrounding the 
current wave of Latino immigrants in the United States that heavily overshadows the 
difficulties experienced by earlier waves of twentieth century European immigrants 
(DeSipio, 2011; Fraga et al., 2010; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999). Recent Latino immigrants 
have been blamed for an array of contemporary social and economic problems in 
American society (Correia, 2010; Fraga et al., 2010; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999; Wilson, 
1999). This anger, emanating from the prolonged economic recession, loss of 
employment, diminishing state and national coffers, and the reduction of many public 
services, has grown among the American public (Bacon, 2008; Correia, 2010). However, 
it may be misplaced, as areas with growing immigrant populations have experienced 
economic booms, resurgence, and in many cases, increased employment and improved 
public schools (Fraga et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the popular media has fueled this public 
outcry, heightening the atmosphere of hostility and the targeting of undocumented 
immigrants (Bacon, 2008; Correia, 2010; Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996; Espinosa, 
2007; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999). This contemporary environment of dislike and poor 
treatment, within which many Latino immigrants reside, makes their incorporation into 
American society difficult and their reticence to become involved in civic affairs 
understandable (Correia, 2010; Santa Ana, 1999; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). 

In line with renewed nativism, a growing segment of the American public has 
focused their efforts on vilifying undocumented immigrants, their family members, and 
those who help them (Anonymous, 2009; Bacon, 2008; Carlsen, 2009; Perea, 1997). This 
new nativist movement has spawned anti-immigrant legislation that aims to prosecute 
undocumented immigrants and sanction mass deportation. One such example was 
California’s Proposition 187, which denied public schooling, health care, and social 
services to undocumented immigrants and required public employees to report them to 
immigration authorities. Proposition 187 passed in 1994 by a 3 to 2 margin, but was 
subsequently overturned by the Supreme Court (Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996; Fraga 
et al., 2010). More recently, the state of Arizona passed legislation (SB 1070) requiring 
police officers to detain anyone suspected to be undocumented, and making it illegal to 
not carry immigration papers. Many, but not all of the contested provisions in this law 
were halted by a federal judge and overturned by the Supreme Court. In 2011, the states 
of Alabama, Indiana, and Georgia passed (anti-immigration) legislation modeled after 
Arizona’s SB 1070. Additionally, in 2006, the U.S. Congress considered HR4437, which 
would have mandated prosecution of all undocumented immigrants, as well as schools, 
health centers, community organizations, and churches that assisted in their ‘illegal’ stay 
in the United States. The passage of such anti-immigration legislation has led, in some 
cases, to an increase in the collective civic engagement of Latinos, inciting them to march 
and protest (Anonymous, 2009; Fraga et al., 2010). On the individual level, however, 
these events have caused them to retreat for fear of punitive actions by authorities 
(Anonymous, 2009; Bacon, 2008; Carlsen, 2009; DeSipio, 2011). In the midst of these 
challenges, Latino immigrants have continued to participate in the civic affairs of 
receiving communities in the United States. Yet, the factors and processes that contribute 
to this participation by Latino immigrants remain poorly understood. We seek to address 
this gap in the current study. 
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As a representative democracy, the United States selects the polity to represent them 
and their interests at all levels of government. The polity is elected by democratic vote, 
presumably based on the issues that are to become policy, and with the expectation that it 
represents all segments of the American public (Diamond, 1990, 1994; Van Horn, 
Baumer, & Gormley, 2001). Democracy is a deliberation, a negotiation of what is best for 
all stakeholders (de Souza Briggs, 2008; Diamond, 1990, 1994). Underlying this process 
is the assumption that all stakeholders should be represented in the deliberation. One 
critical means by which members of society participate in this deliberation is via civic 
engagement.  

Civic engagement can be understood as individual and community-level involvement 
in social and political activities that attach people to society and influence multiple levels 
of policy (Putnam, 2000). According to Putnam (1995), civic engagement is the 
“people’s connection to the life of their community” (p. 2), and is considered the active 
voice of participation in a representative government, in addition to being a route to 
understanding American democracy (Borden & Serido, 2009; McBride, Sherraden, & 
Pritzker, 2006; Putnam, 2000). Civic engagement is fundamental to the development of 
public goods, as well as to matching tangible outcomes to the will of the people (Son & 
Lin, 2007; Tuennerman-Kaplan, 2001; Verba et al., 1995). Civic engagement integrates 
multiple components of communities in which individuals and groups become involved 
in order to adequately connect with decision makers (Diamond, 1994; García, 2003). 
Some of these components might be community groups, schools, trade and labor unions, 
sports teams, religious organizations, workplace organizations, philanthropic 
organizations, civic groups, government agencies, businesses, recreational organizations, 
and social service organizations (Putnam, 1995; Son & Lin, 2007; Verba et al., 1995). 
The outcome of greater civic engagement is increased connection to public officials and 
thus more representative public policy and public goods (Diamond, 1994; Putnam, 2000; 
Son & Lin, 2007). 

However, some individuals and groups in American society are excluded from the 
democratic process. When particular groups are excluded from the decision-making 
process and have limited representation, decisions may be biased toward the majority and 
lead to unjust policy for the unrepresented minority (Bacon, 2008; Diamond, 1990; 
Putnam, 1995; Verba et al., 1995). In the case of Latino immigrants, exclusion from the 
decision-making process is linked to issues of acculturation, discrimination, citizenship, 
anti-immigrant sentiment, and public policy (Correia, 2011; Fraga et al., 2010; García, 
2003; Hero, García, García, & Pachon, 2000; Levin, 2013; Michelson, 2003; Perea, 1997; 
Sander & Putnam, 2010). 

Given that 44% of the Latinos residing in the United States are foreign born (U.S. 
Census, 2010a), it is necessary to understand the political and cultural contexts that shape 
patterns of incorporation into American society and civic life (Deaux, 2011; DeSipio, 
2011; Fraga et al., 2010; Stoll & Wong, 2007). For example, Latinos emigrating from 
countries with repressive regimes would have limited knowledge of and exposure to 
representative democracies (DeSipio, 2011; Massey et al., 2002; Uslaner, 2008; Uslaner 
& Conley, 2003; Vedder, Berry, Sabatier, & Sam, 2009). Further, they may not realize 
that they have a voice in policy making nor have experience with electing representatives 
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to advocate for their needs (Correia, 2010; DeSipio, 2011). To facilitate greater 
representation, it is paramount that Latino immigrants be encouraged, both directly and 
indirectly, to become engaged in their local, state, and national communities (DeSipio, 
2006, 2011; García, 2003; Massey et al., 2002; Muñoz, 2008; Putnam, 2005; Saito, 2009; 
Son & Lin, 2007). However, immigrant feelings toward the U. S. government can be 
mixed, arising from difficulties with immigration, adversarial relationships between the 
United States and their countries of origin, and experiences of unfair treatment in 
American society (Bacon, 2008; Correia, 2010; DeSipio, 2011; Fraga et al., 2010; 
Muñoz, 2008). Thus, incorporation into American society is an important factor in 
immigrant involvement in civic life and the representation of their interests in American 
policy (Deaux, 2011; Massey et al., 2002; Papademetriou & Terrazas, 2009; Sánchez 
Molina, 2008). 

In this study, we seek to identify possible causal pathways associated with patterns of 
incorporation and civic engagement of Latino immigrants within American society. 
Specifically, we employ acculturation and civic engagement theories to examine how 
variations in immigrant demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status, and 
characteristics of the immigrant experience influence civic engagement. Further, we 
examine the role of acculturation as a potential moderator of such engagement. To 
address these questions, we utilize data about Latino participation in civic affairs derived 
from the Latino National Survey augmented with qualitative data obtained from focus 
groups conducted in a major Mid-western metropolitan area. 

Civic Engagement of Latino Immigrants in the United States 

A crucial feature of the civic engagement of Latino immigrants is the long history of 
Latino activism in the United States (Orosco, 2008). Throughout the twentieth century, 
Latino activists such as César Chávez have been credited for inspiring Latinos to fight for 
equal representation and just policy (Espinosa, 2007; National Park Service, 2009; 
Orosco, 2008). By uniting diverse constituencies on common interests, Chávez and other 
Latino activists successfully organized large and powerful protests that impacted policy 
on a large scale (Anonymous, 2009; Espinosa, 2007; Orosco, 2008). 

In the Spring of 2006, in unified opposition to the repressive anti-immigration House 
Bill HR4437, 102 marches were organized across the country using Chávez's model of 
organizing, fasting, marching, and non-violence to exert pressure on the polity to enact 
immigration reform (Espinosa, 2007; Silber Mohamed, 2013). Diverse groups, ranging 
from first-generation immigrants from Latin America and Asia to native-born American 
citizens, came together to fight for a just and humane immigration policy (Espinosa, 
2007; Fraga et al., 2010; Pantoja, Menjívar, & Magaña, 2008; Silber Mohamed, 2013). 
The marches had the intended effect of informing the public and the legislators about the 
harmful consequences of HR4437 (Espinosa, 2007; Fraga et al., 2010; Silber Mohamed, 
2013). All undocumented immigrants would have been prosecuted, as well as the 
schools, health centers, community organizations, and churches that did not turn them in 
to Immigration and Customs Enforcement (Espinosa, 2007; Padilla, Shapiro, Fernández-
Castro, & Faulkner, 2008). Not only did the 2006 marches positively affect policy change 
by influencing legislators to reject the bill, they also awakened a passionate group of 
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people with deep activist roots. The new slogan derived from the marches, "Today we 
act, tomorrow we vote," seemed to be a foreshadowing of the civic power of the Latino 
immigrant population. (Espinosa, 2007). Since the 2006 marches, the Latino immigrant 
community has experienced unprecedented increases in the number of registered voters 
and interest in political campaigns (DeSipio, 2011; Fraga et al., 2010). In the four years 
from 2004 to 2008, the immigrant vote increased by more than 1.3 million (DeSipio, 
2011). Moreover, since the marches, Latinos have increasingly chosen to self-identify as 
American, and in so doing, have gained momentum in the fight for equal rights as 
Americans (Silber Mohamed, 2013). 

Nonetheless, continued racial and ethnic segregation of the Latino community 
hampers the civic engagement of Latino immigrants (Keidan, 2008; Massey, 2007; 
Massey & Denton, 1993; Moore & Pinderhughes, 1993; Pratt & Hanson, 1994; Putnam, 
Frederick, & Snellman, 2012; Sánchez-Jankowski, 2008; Sánchez Molina, 2008; 
Santiago & Galster, 1995; Wilson, 1978, 1993). There is substantial evidence that race 
matters, and that racial discrimination impedes integration into American society (Félix, 
2008; Fraga et al., 2010; Hernández-León, 2008; Okigbo, Reierson, & Stowman, 2009; 
Portés, 1997; Rivas-Drake & Mooney, 2009; Toussaint-Comeau, 2006; Waldinger, Lim, 
& Cort, 2007). Even when newcomers with visible physical differences from those of the 
dominant population of white Americans adopt behaviors of mainstream society, they 
may still experience social rejection in stores, restaurants, schools, housing, and 
employment, thereby increasing their chances of joining a racialized ‘underclass’ (e.g. 
Brown, 2007; Golash-Boza, 2006; Michelson, 2003; O'Brien, 2008; Parrado & Morgan, 
2008; Piedra & Engstrom, 2009; Portés & Rumbaut, 2001, 2006; Portés & Zhou, 1993; 
Rumbaut & Portés, 2001; Wilson, 1993). This segmented ‘underclass’ group consists of 
other racial minorities who have not fully integrated into mainstream society and often 
struggle with social and economic injustice (Wilson, 1993). When social interactions 
only transpire within these racialized minority groups, decision makers in the larger 
society do not hear their voices (Félix, 2008; Hernández-León, 2008; Okigbo et al., 2009; 
Portés, 1997; Rivas-Drake & Mooney, 2009; Toussaint-Comeau, 2006; Waldinger et al., 
2007). Therefore, their interests are not adequately reflected in the decisions made and in 
the public goods created.  

Several recent studies have found that the newest waves of immigrants to the United 
States have had remarkably different experiences with acculturation than did previous 
waves of immigrants of European ancestry (Barvosa, 2006; Fraga et al., 2010; Monzó & 
Rueda, 2006; Smith, 2008). Golash-Boza (2006) found that discrimination based on race 
and skin color was associated with diminished assimilation of the Latino community in 
the United States. More contemporary models of acculturation, such as Berry's (2002), 
describe a multidimensional process whereby immigrants maintain varying degrees of 
their original culture, adopt various aspects of the new culture, and influence the larger 
American society with aspects of their cultural heritage such as traditions, celebrations, 
foods, dress, music, and the arts (Barvosa, 2006; Ben-Shalom & Horenczyk, 2003; Berry, 
2002; Fraga et al., 2010; Monzó & Rueda, 2006; Smith, 2008). This model offers a 
strengths-based approach to acculturation by emphasizing the contributions each culture 
makes to American society, as well as how individual adoption of certain aspects of 
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American culture facilitates access to goods and services within American society. As 
stressed by Fraga and colleagues (2010), Latino immigrants do adapt to mainstream 
American culture, adopting certain behaviors and practices expected in the workplace, in 
school environments, and the political landscape, in order to get ahead. Implicit in this 
adaptation/acculturation process is the knowledge that in order to get ahead in American 
society, one must often interact with, work with, and be represented by the majority 
(Fraga et al., 2010).  

A weakness of previous studies of civic engagement has been the minor role afforded 
ethnicity and race (Correia, 2010; Fraga et al., 2010). There have been many more civic 
engagement studies about the white majority than racial minorities (Fraga et al., 2010; 
Portney & Berry, 1997). In part, this may be because civic engagement, as defined by 
Putnam (1995, 2000, 2005), is encapsulated in a language of the majority, and as such, is 
most easily understood and measured by the white majority citizenry. However, as Fraga 
and colleagues (2006) have argued, it is especially important to consider all aspects of 
American identity in the study of civic engagement, including the understanding of race 
and ethnicity. Immigrant involvement in politics and in their communities is at times 
hindered, and at times propelled by their experiences with racial discrimination, their 
immigrant status, and their international politics (Bacon, 2008; García, 2003; Fraga et al., 
2006; Levin, 2013; Prigoff, 2000; Telles & Ortiz, 2008). Therefore, future 
conceptualization and research on civic engagement needs to be altered in order to be 
applicable to a racialized and increasingly immigrant society (Fraga et al., 2010).  

In sum, the civic engagement of the residents of the United States is what connects 
the populous to those who represent them in this representative democracy. Involvement 
at the local, state, and national levels brings the needs, concerns, and ideas of those 
represented to the decision makers. If decision makers do not hear or listen to all 
constituencies, they cannot appropriately represent them. Policy, at any level, that does 
not take into account the needs of all the stakeholders is intrinsically unjust (Diamond, 
1990, 1994; Son & Lin, 2007; Tuennerman-Kaplan, 2001; Verba et al., 1995). When 
those impacted by unjust policy are excluded from decisions on new policy, then a 
vicious cycle of unjust policy ensues (Aguirre & Turner, 1995; Bacon, 2008; Massey et 
al., 2002; Telles & Ortiz, 2008).  

Data and Methods 

The primary data used in this study were obtained from the Latino National Survey 
(LNS) 2006, which examined the political views, experiences with discrimination, and 
levels of civic engagement of Latinos in the United States (see Fraga et al., 2008, 2010 
for a detailed discussion of the research and sampling designs utilized in the LNS). A 
spatially-stratified random sampling technique was used to capture a representative 
sample of Latinos residing in one of 15 states or the District of Columbia. The sample 
was further selected based on the size of the Latino population as well as the rate of 
Latino population growth. According to Fraga and colleagues (2008), approximately 88% 
of the U.S. Hispanic population lived within the selected areas. The LNS samples were 
weighted by nation, state, and metropolitan area, and thus, can be used as stand-alone 
representations of their respective Latino populations (Fraga et al., 2008). 
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In order to identify potential themes and questions, as well as to ensure that 
misconceptions and stereotypes about Latinos and their experiences in American society 
were not perpetuated in the national study, the first 15 focus groups were conducted in 
diverse communities throughout the United States (Fraga et al., 2010). Following the 
focus groups, Fraga and colleagues (2008) surveyed 8,634 Latino residents using 
Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI). Fraga and colleagues (2010) 
acknowledge the potential limitations of telephone interviews for hard to reach 
participants and migrant workers who may not have had landlines at the time of the 
survey. Further, Dutwin, Keeter, and Kennedy (2010) note that Latinos without landlines 
tended to be younger, unmarried, and had higher levels of acculturation, suggesting that 
results from the LNS may not fully represent these subgroups of Latino immigrants. In 
this study, we restrict our secondary analyses of the 2006 LNS data to include only those 
who had immigrated to the United States and resided in one of the sampling areas. We 
excluded those Latino respondents who were of second or subsequent generations. Our 
definition of immigrant also incorporates those who were born in Puerto Rico, but were 
residing in the United States. This resulted in a final analysis sample of 6,239 individuals. 
Latino immigrants in the LNS were primarily young, female, and married. Nearly three 
quarters were Catholic. Slightly over half of the respondents indicated that they were 
brown skinned (51%), while the remainder identified themselves as white or light 
skinned. Approximately half had earned less than a high school level of education. 
Although 7 out of 10 were employed, annual household incomes were very low, with 
40% earning less than $25,000 and 77% earning less than $35,000. Only 40% of the 
respondents owned homes in the United States. Nearly two thirds of the respondents were 
immigrants from Mexico; the remaining individuals were from Puerto Rico, the 
Dominican Republic, Cuba, and other Central and South American countries. Six out of 
10 immigrants came to the United States for economic reasons. The majority of 
respondents (60%) had lived in the United States for more than 10 years; that same 
fraction expressed plans to stay permanently in the United States. Although a third were 
actually U.S. citizens, more than half (53%) considered themselves to be at least 
somewhat American. Although over a third of the sample felt they were good English 
speakers (38%), 45% had limited English proficiency, and 17% spoke no English at all 
(see Tucker, 2010 for a detailed description of sample characteristics). 

In addition, we conducted a series of four 90-minute focus group interviews in 
Spanish with a small purposive sample of Latino immigrants (N=42) residing in a major 
Midwestern metropolitan area. According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the majority (64%) 
lived in a larger neighborhood inhabited primarily by immigrants of Mexican descent 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010b). As a result, focus group participants were only those who 
self-identified as immigrants of Mexican descent. Approximately 80% were under the 
age of 40. The majority were women (93%). Two thirds had less than a high school level 
of education. Eight out of 10 participants had children enrolled in community schools. 
Although only 17% of the focus group participants worked outside the home, their 
spouses were employed at a much higher rate. Nearly half of the participants had lived in 
the United States for more than 10 years. Four out of 10 (43%) were homeowners. Over 
half (52%) of the participants were active in their communities (see Tucker, 2010 for 
further discussion of the qualitative research design). 
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Findings 

Figure 1 depicts the empirical model utilized in this study, and a detailed summary of 
our measures is provided in Table 1. Our outcome measure, civic engagement, reflects 
the respondent’s active engagement in community affairs, political and electoral 
participation, and school involvement. Three sets of contextual factors, respondent 
demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status, and characteristics of the immigration 
experience, are hypothesized to directly impact civic engagement. Moreover, we assess 
both the direct effects of acculturation on civic engagement, as well as a moderator of our 
contextual factors. We hypothesize that the level of acculturation could attenuate the 
negative effects that some of the contextual variables such as low levels of schooling 
have on civic engagement. Additionally, we hypothesize that the level of acculturation 
could increase the effects of independent variables that have positive associations with 
civic engagement, such as full-time employment. 

Figure 1 Empirical Model for Immigrant Civic Engagement 
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Table 1Conceptual and Operational Definitions of Variables 

Variables Conceptual and Operational Definitions 

Outcome  
    Civic engagement Individual and community level of involvement in social and 

political activities that attach people to society. Measured using 
respondent self-reports of participation or membership at time of 
survey in community groups or organizations; extent of electoral 
participation (registering to vote, voting in the last election, 
interest in politics); connection to U.S. government by way of 
military service; involvement in work communities by way of 
union membership; and involvement in local parent networks 
through school involvement. An index of civic engagement was 
created based on a sum of the responses to the above questions. 
Index scores ranged from 0, reflecting no engagement, to 5, 
indicating a high level of engagement.  

Moderating Factor  
    Acculturation Level of individual integration into the dominant American 

society and access to its social institutions. Measured using 
respondent self-reports of English language proficiency, integrated 
friendship networks, integrated coworker networks, consideration 
of oneself as American, becoming a naturalized citizen, and 
experiences of unfair treatment in the United States. For each of 
these dimensions the variable was coded as 1=yes, 0=otherwise. In 
addition, access to bilingual services was measured using an index 
based on self-reported access to social/health care services, public 
school services, and law enforcement/legal services in Spanish. 
Index scores ranged from 0, reflecting no access, to 3, indicating 
access to the full range of services. Unfair treatment was a 
dichotomous variable (1=yes; 0=otherwise) indicating if the 
respondent had ever been unfairly treated in encounters with the 
police, in employment, in finding a place to live, in being paid or 
not paid for a job completed, or in restaurants or stores.  

Contextual Factors  

  Demographic characteristics 
    Skin color Identification of one of the physical differences between 

immigrants and the dominant members of society. Measured using 
respondent self-report to describe respondent’s skin tone or 
complexion shade on a five-point scale ranging from very light to 
dark. Recoded as a dummy variable for brown skinned from the 
original values of 3, 4, and 5, and white skinned with original 
values of 1 and 2. 

  Socioeconomic factors  
    Household income Refers to total income of all employed in household at time of 

survey. Income was recoded into five dummy variables: very low 
income (below $15,000, used as the reference category); low 
income ($15,000 to $24,999); low-moderate income ($25,000 to 
$34,999); moderate income ($35,000 to $44,999); and higher 
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income (above $45,000). Missing income data were imputed using 
mean substitution. 

    Employment status Proxy for labor market involvement that included all levels of 
work, from not currently employed, to working occasionally, to 
part-time and full-time employment. This variable was recoded 
into a series of dummy variables representing full time 
employment, including working more than one job; part time 
employment, including occasional labor; and not part of labor 
force, including all those who were not employed outside of the 
home. 

    Educational attainment Refers to respondent's highest level of formal education completed 
at the time of the LNS survey. The original response set included 
no formal education, eighth grade or below, some high school, 
GED, high school graduate, some college, 4-year college degree, 
and graduate or professional degree. The response set was recoded 
into four dummy variables: less than eighth grade (set as the 
reference category), some high school, high school diploma or 
GED, and greater than a high school diploma. 

    Homeownership status Homeownership status in the United States. Measured by asking if 
the respondents 1=owned; or 0=rented their place of residence at 
the time of the LNS survey. 

  Characteristics of immigrant experience 

    Country of origin Used to proxy form of government in the country of origin. 
Because of sample size restrictions, recoded to Mexico=1; 
0=otherwise. 

    Length of residence in the 
    U.S.  

Length of residence in the United States. Measured by asking 
respondents how long they had resided in United States at time of 
survey. 

    Reason for immigrating  Distinguishes between willing migration (e.g., immigrating for 
economic reasons), passive migration (e.g., being brought as a 
child), or trauma-induced migration (e.g., escaping political 
turmoil). Measured using respondent self-report of reason for 
immigrating to the United States recoded as a dummy variable 
indicating 1=migration for better life/work/economic 
improvement; 0=otherwise. 

    Permanency plan Extent to which an immigrant plans on remaining in the host 
country. Measured using respondent self-report of intent to remain 
in the United States with 1=planning on staying permanently; 
0=otherwise. 

    Demographic control 
    variables 

Respondent self-reported gender, age, marital status 
(1=married/partnered; 0=other), and religious affiliation 
(1=Catholic; 0=other) at time of survey. 
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Civic Engagement of Latino Immigrants 

To measure the level of civic engagement of Latino immigrants, we created an index 
composed of indicators for community involvement, electoral participation, and school 
involvement. Subsequently, these index scores were categorized into low, moderate, and 
high levels of engagement for ease of interpretation (see Table 2.). Data analyses 
revealed overall low levels of civic engagement among Latino immigrants. 
Approximately 43% of the sample reported no civic engagement at all, 22% reported 
very low engagement, 29% were moderately engaged, and only 6% were highly engaged. 
Nonetheless, Latino immigrants showed considerably higher levels of participation in 
schools and politics. Specifically, respondents were most actively involved by registering 
to vote (77%), if they were eligible to vote, followed by attending PTA meetings at their 
children's schools (76%), if they had school-aged children. Additionally, 61% of eligible 
voters voted in the 2004 presidential election, and 42% of parents with school-aged 
children volunteered at their children's schools. Approximately one in six respondents 
had an immediate family member join the U.S. military and one in eight participated in 
community groups. However, fewer than 10% were members of a labor union in the 
United States. 

Table 2 Civic Engagement in a National Sample of Latino Immigrants (N=6,239)* 

Characteristic N % of total 

Level of Civic Engagement    

None 2,705 43.3 
Low 1,387 22.2 
Moderate  1,794 28.8 
High  354 5.7 

Forms of Civic Engagement   

Participate in Community Groups 791 12.7 
Union Membership 431 6.9 
Family Member in the U.S. Military 978 15.7 
Attend PTA Meetings (Full sample) 1,362 21.9 
Attend PTA meetings (Sample with Children in School) a 1,362 75.7 
Volunteer at School (Full sample) 764 12.2 
Volunteer at School (Sample with Children in School)a 764 42.5 
Registered to Vote (Full sample) 1,541 24.7 
Registered to Vote (Sample of Eligible Voters)b 1,541 77.3 
Voted in 2004 Presidential Election 1,221 19.6 
Voted in 2004 (Sample of Eligible Voters)b 1,221 61.2 

Notes * Sample was weighted to derive national estimates using LNS sampling weights 
 a  The denominator is the 1,799 respondents with children in school. 

b  The denominator is the 1,994 respondents who are naturalized citizens or U.S. citizens born in 
Puerto Rico. 
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Level of Acculturation 

We estimated the acculturation of Latino immigrants using indicators of English 
language proficiency, integrated friends, integrated coworkers, consideration of oneself 
as American, access to services in Spanish, experience with unfair treatment, and 
citizenship (see Table 3). Approximately one third of Latino immigrants identified 
themselves as proficient in English. Over half of the sample reported having integrated 
friendship and coworker networks. Although one half of the immigrants in the LNS study 
considered themselves to be American, only a third were actually U.S. citizens. More 
than three quarters reported moderate to high access to bilingual social services, legal, 
and school services. One in three had experienced unfair treatment while residing in the 
United States. Thus, this sample of Latino immigrants would be portrayed as 
experiencing limited acculturation as measured by English language proficiency and 
citizenship, but relatively high levels of acculturation in terms of social and workplace 
integration, access to services in Spanish, as well as relatively low levels of unfair 
treatment. 

Table 3 Levels of Acculturation in a National Sample of Latino Immigrants* 

Acculturation Indicators N % of total

English Language Proficiency   
Speaks No English 1,075 17.2 
Speaks a Little English 2,809 45.0 
Speaks English Well 709 11.4 
Speaks English Very Well 1,646 26.4 

Integrated Friends 3,479 55.8 
Integrated Coworkers 3,410 54.6 
Considers Self American 3,323 53.3 

Access to Services in Spanish   
None 396 6.3 
Low 839 13.4 
Moderate  1334 21.4 
High  3487 55.9 
Not Applicable/No Need for Spanish Services 184 2.9 

Experienced Unfair Treatment in United States 2,121 34.0 
Citizen (naturalized or born in Puerto Rico) 1,994 32.0 

N = 6,239 
* Sample was weighted to derive national estimates using LNS sampling weights 

In analyses not shown here, differences in means tests (t-tests and analyses of 
variance) were conducted to examine variations in the level of civic engagement by 
levels of acculturation and these contextual factors. These tests revealed significant 
differences (p=.000) in civic engagement for all of the variables in the empirical model. 
Consistent with other studies on White populations (e.g., Lewis, MacGregor, & Putnam, 
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2013), we found that Latino respondents who were female, married, older, or involved in 
religious groups reported higher levels of civic engagement. Likewise, civic engagement 
increased among Latino immigrants with increasing socioeconomic status. Further, 
Latino immigrants who were brought to the United States as children, those who intended 
to stay in the United States permanently, or those who had resided in the United States 
for longer periods of time had higher levels of civic engagement.  

In contrast, skin color, country of origin, and reason for immigration were associated 
with lower levels of civic engagement of Latino immigrants. Consistent with the 
literature on the racialized underclass, brown-skinned immigrants reported lower civic 
engagement than lighter-skinned immigrants. Compared to Latinos from other countries, 
immigrants from Mexico had the lowest civic engagement scores, lending support to the 
argument that proximity to the country of origin reduces incorporation. 

Finally, acculturation was positively associated with civic engagement. Higher levels 
of civic engagement were associated with English language proficiency, integrated 
friendship, coworker networks, U.S. citizenship, and self-identification as American. 
Moreover, greater access to health, social, educational, and legal services in Spanish 
increased civic engagement as well. Ironically, Latino immigrants who experienced 
unfair treatment in the United States were more civically engaged than those who had no 
such experience. We suspect that experiences of unfair treatment may spur involvement 
in the fight for social and economic justice.  

We estimated hierarchical linear regression models in order to analyze the extent to 
which acculturation moderated the observed effects of immigrant demographic 
characteristics, socioeconomic status, and characteristics of the immigrant experience on 
civic engagement. Thus, we were able to compare differences in the levels of civic 
engagement that were explained by contextual factors alone (Model 1), as well as after 
controlling for level of acculturation (Model 2). Results from these analyses are 
summarized in Table 4. 

Model 1 accounted for 42% of the variance in the civic engagement scores of Latino 
immigrants. With the exception of religious affiliation and employment status, all of the 
contextual factors were significant predictors of civic engagement. After controlling for 
the effects of the other contextual factors, the strongest predictors of increased civic 
engagement of Latino immigrants were length of residence in the United States, 
socioeconomic status, and plan to remain permanently in the United States. Compared to 
recent immigrants, those who had resided in the United States for longer periods of time 
were between 3.9 and 25.6 times more likely to be involved in civic affairs. Relative to 
Latino immigrants in the lowest income category, those with higher incomes were 
between 2 and 11 times more likely to be involved in civic affairs. Relative to those who 
believed that their immigration to the United States was temporary, the odds of being 
involved in civic affairs were 4.7 times higher for those who planned to remain 
permanently. In contrast to the bivariate results, the most significant predictors of lower 
levels of civic engagement were being an immigrant from a country other than Mexico 
(9.6 times lower odds), immigrating to the United States for non-economic reasons (5.6 
times lower odds), or being brown skinned (2.7 times lower odds).  
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Table 4 Predictors of Civic Engagement of Latino Immigrants 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 
B SEB t B SEB t 

Demographic Characteristics    
Age at time of survey (omitted=under 30) 

30-39 .197 .035 5.63*** .315 .030 10.41*** 
40-49 .154 .038   4.02*** .322 .033   9.68*** 
50 and over .172 .045   3.79*** .241 .039   6.10*** 

Gender (omitted=male) .154 .026   5.87*** .185 .023   8.21*** 
Skin color (omitted=White) -.066 .025 -2.67 ** -.050 .021 -2.39* 
Marital status (omitted=not married) .111 .027   4.16*** .170 .023   7.49*** 
Religious affiliation (omitted=not Catholic) -.010 .028     -.37 .015 .024    .63 

Socioeconomic Factors     
Employment status (omitted=not employed) -.003 .029    -.09 .016 .025     .65 
Educational attainment (omitted=< high school) 

Some high school .077 .036   2.14 * .002 .031    .05 
High school diploma or GED .274 .034   8.11*** .118 .029   4.03*** 
Above high school .544 .036 14.97*** .228 .033   6.97*** 

Household income (omitted=< $15,000) 
$15,000 - $24,999 -.026 .034   2.14 * -.052 .029 -1.81 
$25,000 - $34,999 .138 .044   3.14 ** .081 .037   2.17* 
$35,000 - $44,999 .229 .052   4.41*** .093 .044   2.10* 
$45,000 or more .510 .048 10.58*** .272 .042   6.53*** 

Homeownership (omitted=renter) .222 .028   7.81*** .126 .024   5.17*** 

Characteristics of the Immigrant Experience 
Country of origin (omitted=other than Mexico) -.275 .029 -9.60*** -.096 .025 -3.90*** 
Reason for immigrating (omitted=non-economic) -.154 .027 -5.62*** -.036 .024 -1.51 
Length of residence in the US (in years) (omitted=5 or 
fewer) 

    

6 – 10 years in United States .151 .039   3.85*** .039 .034   1.17 
11-20 years in United States .507 .041 12.49*** .151 .036   4.20*** 
More than 20 years in United States 1.197 .047 25.63*** .442 .043 10.23*** 

Plans to stay in United States (omitted=return home) .124 .027 4.69*** .044 .023   1.92 

Acculturation    

English Proficiency (omitted=not proficient) .096 .013   7.19*** 
Integrated Friends (omitted=not integrated) .068 .023   2.94** 
Integrated Coworkers (omitted=not integrated) .063 .023   2.74** 
Consideration of Oneself as American (omitted=not 
American) 

.108 .022   4.83*** 

US Citizen (omitted=not citizen) 1.241 .028 44.13*** 
Unfair Treatment (omitted=no unfair treatment) .118 .022   5.29*** 
Access to Spanish Services (omitted=no access)    

Low access .004 .044     .09 
Moderate access .096 .041   2.36* 
High access .133 .037 3.62*** 

Notes:  N = 6,238  ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05 
             Model 1:  Adjusted R² = .420, F = 206.35***.  Model 1 constant: B =  .163, SEB = .063, t = 2.59* 

             Model 2:  Adjusted R² = .583, F = 257.53***.  Model 3 constant: B = -.399, SEB = .067, t = -5.99*** 
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In Model 2, we introduced our acculturation measures as moderators for the 
aforementioned contextual factors. As shown in Table 4, the inclusion of acculturation in 
the empirical model increased the amount of explained variance in the civic engagement 
scores of Latino immigrants to 58%. All of the acculturation indicators were statistically 
significant predictors of increased civic engagement. Holding U.S. citizenship increased 
the odds of participating in civic affairs by 44%. Being English proficient, self-
identification as American, and having integrated friendship and work networks 
increased the odds of participating in civic affairs by factors of 7.2, 4.8, and 2.9, 
respectively. 

Further, acculturation was found to moderate the effects of immigrant demographic 
characteristics, socioeconomic status, and characteristics of the immigrant experience on 
the levels of civic engagement of Latino immigrants. We found that the positive effects 
associated with respondent age, gender, and marital status were further accentuated after 
controlling for level of acculturation. Conversely, we found that although skin color and 
socioeconomic status variables remained statistically significant predictors of civic 
engagement, the effect of these variables was attenuated once we controlled for 
differences in levels of acculturation. Finally, the significant effects on civic engagement 
of planning to remain permanently in the United States and reasons for immigrating 
disappeared once we accounted for variations in levels of Latino immigrant acculturation. 

The Contexts Associated with the Civic Engagement of Latino Immigrants  

Qualitative data were collected to provide a deeper understanding of the contexts in 
which Latino immigrants are engaged in American society and the processes underlying 
said engagement. Our focus group discussion guide was developed based on four themes 
that emerged directly from our analyses of the LNS data: (1) the contexts within which 
the participants originally immigrated and in which they resided at the time of the study; 
(2) their patterns and level of civic engagement; (3) their experiences with local, state, 
and federal governments in the United States; and (4) their acculturation into American 
society. Qualitative thematic analyses were completed to better understand the factors 
that the focus group participants reported as influencing their levels of acculturation and 
civic engagement (Bazeley, 2007; Braun & Clark, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 
2006; Gibbs, 2002; Klassen et al., 2012). Within each topical area, several subthemes 
emerged, thereby providing greater focus to the thematic coding and greater 
understanding of the particular situations in which the individual participants found 
themselves. Through the key subthemes, the focus group participants were able to 
illuminate the local context of anti-immigrant sentiment in which they operated daily.  

Situational contexts shaping patterns of civic engagement. Data derived from our 
focus groups with Latino immigrants were able to provide critical information about the 
situational contexts shaping patterns of engagement in the metropolitan area. Further, 
they illuminated the role of acculturation on shaping these patterns. Table 5 provides a 
summary of the major themes and subthemes discussed in these focus groups. 
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Table 5 Key Themes and Subthemes Discussed in Focus Groups*  

Key Themes and Subthemes Frequencies

Barriers to Engagement  
Lack of Citizenship - Need for Immigration Reform 24 
Lack of Driver's Licenses - Need for Legislative Reform 17 
Experienced Harassment by Immigration and/or Police 11 
Fear of Officials/Deportation Worries 16 

Importance of Civic Engagement 18 
Civic Engagement through Neighborhood Pride 12 
School Involvement 14 

Acculturation  
Not North American/Not Part of American Society 25 
Concerns about English Language Skills 10 
Importance of Level of Education 4 

* A total of 42 immigrants participated in the four focus groups 

The metropolitan area where the focus groups were conducted has a history of Latino 
immigration dating back to the early 1900s. Nonetheless, Latinos represented less than 
5% of the area's population throughout most of the twentieth century (US Census, 2000). 
In the past decade, the area has witnessed considerable growth in the number and 
diversification of the Latino immigrant population (Durand, Telles, & Flashman, 2006). 
Between 2000 and 2006, the Latino population increased by 20%.  

Most Latino immigrants have settled in a working class neighborhood located on the 
southwest side of town. By 2010, the Latino population had grown to 69.6%, while the 
percentage of Mexican descendants increased even more so to 82.9% of all Latino 
residents (American Fact Finder, 2010). These population changes increased the potential 
for interethnic conflict.  

Economic growth within this Latino community has not been well documented. 
Notwithstanding, our field observations, as well as those made by our focus group 
participants, suggest significant growth in the number of Latino-owned small businesses 
during the past decade. These include numerous retail establishments, restaurants, and 
grocery stores. 

However, as public sentiments toward undocumented immigrants have become 
increasingly harsh across the nation, the metropolitan area has witnessed a similar rise in 
anti-immigrant attitudes and behaviors. Since 2010, the local Spanish language 
newspaper has reported increased raids by immigration authorities within the Latino 
community. Furthermore, conversations with our focus group participants touched on 
these experiences as well. It is within this context of economic and population growth in 
the midst of growing anti-immigrant rhetoric and atmosphere that our focus groups were 
held. The findings from these groups suggest the need for further research on the manner 
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in which Latino immigrants become engaged within the community, regardless of their 
legal status.  

Slightly more than half of the focus group participants (52%) reported being involved 
in community affairs. One tangible way in which participants became engaged in their 
communities has been through community building efforts in their neighborhoods. 
Nearly one half of our focus group participants owned their homes and reported making 
major improvements both to their homes and the surrounding neighborhoods by cleaning 
up areas previously abandoned or riddled with graffiti. Further, they helped develop 
commercial activities in an area that once was desolate and offered few retail options. 
Now there are many restaurants, stores, gardens, and well-maintained houses.  

Nearly one third of the participants were engaged in their community through 
involvement in local schools. One woman ran for office at her children's school and 
became the PTA president. This level of civic engagement connected her to local issues 
and gave the Latino community a voice in district policy.   

The focus group interviews shed light on the barriers to civic engagement faced by 
immigrants residing in the United States. Focus group participants identified the lack of 
U.S. citizenship as the largest barrier to civic engagement within the Latino community. 
As one participant who had been in the United States for 10 years eloquently stated, 
“Without papers, [we have] neither voice nor vote.” Further, the desire for immigration 
reform and equalization of status in the United States was raised 24 times by group 
participants. One woman who attained her GED has become outspoken about the need to 
participate in politics to give the Latino community a voice. She observed, “Right now 
we don't have a voice because we don't have a vote. Right now we are nobody. We need 
to change that, we don't have an identity in this country.” 

In addition to voting rights, study participants underscored the deleterious effect of a 
current immigration policy that fosters an environment of harassment, fear of deportation, 
a mistrust of government officials, and their subsequent avoidance of public forums, 
government offices, representatives, and in many cases any activities outside of work and 
school. As one participant described, “I don't go out. I would love to participate, but I am 
afraid of the police and of immigration [ICE] because of the license. Now, I don't go 
out.” This issue of obtaining a valid driver’s license, one of the key legal documents that 
conveys identity as well as enables mobility in the United States, came up 17 times in the 
four groups. 

Three of the four groups noted the increased presence of immigration officers in their 
neighborhoods and at their workplaces. Eleven participants spoke of harassment by the 
police and immigration officers. A woman who came from a small town in southern 
Mexico, and who has been here for 16 years, recounted a story of a police officer pulling 
her over just to have the immigration officer quickly drive in and demand her papers. 
Participants expressed fear of immigration officials and of being deported 16 times. 
Similarly, a young woman who has been here for 6 years revealed that her husband had 
been deported and she was left behind with her children trying to figure out what to do. In 
addition, focus group participants identified an array of indirect barriers to civic 
engagement associated with the lack of legal resident status or citizenship in the United 
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States. Although these two issues are not mutually exclusive, they seem to be discussed 
as if they represented the same phenomenon. A 27-year-old woman who has lived in the 
area for 5 years and who owns her own home told the group that she had not been 
involved in community issues because of fear. However, she noted, “We must all 
participate in the community and in the marches [for immigration reform] with or without 
papers [legal immigration papers] to make change.” 

Eight participants associated their limited involvement in community issues with a 
lack of confidence in their English language skills. These participants reported often 
remaining silent, even when they were being mistreated. One woman with less than a 
high school level of education and limited English language proficiency said, “they treat 
us like less [of a person] in the stores because of our accent and because we don't speak 
English.” Several group members described being yelled at, humiliated, scorned, or 
simply ignored due to their poor English language skills. A 37-year-old woman, who 
owned her own home and had become involved in several community groups, said that 
she decided on her own that she would overcome this obstacle and began to take English 
language classes.  

While not conscious of its influence, and minimally addressed directly in the groups, 
level of education appeared to be a facilitator of civic engagement. Participants with 
higher levels of schooling (high school and beyond) tried to teach other participants how 
to get involved. As one woman with a high school diploma asserted, “We do have a 
voice. We can move many. We just have to participate.” Additionally, four other 
participants encouraged their fellow group members to get to know their rights as 
immigrants and told them not to be afraid to get involved.  

In sum, many of the Latino immigrants who participated in the focus group 
discussions had engaged in the local community. They took classes to learn English. 
They also purchased homes and improved their neighborhoods. Their children were 
enrolled in local schools. These participants held jobs and paid taxes. However, they 
expressed difficulty engaging in American society because of the discrimination they 
encountered across many contexts. They expressed heightened concern about what they 
consider to be failed immigration policy, increased police harassment, local immigration 
raids, and the deportation of family members. They expressed interest in participating 
more in civic affairs, but found it very difficult to become involved within a society in 
which they feared officials and often lived without proper identification. 

Discussion 

Findings based on the LNS data indicate that acculturation exerts both a direct effect, 
as well as a moderating effect on civic engagement. Data from both the national sample 
and the smaller purposive sample of immigrants suggest areas for improvement to 
enhance Latino immigrant involvement in local, state, and national civic and societal 
affairs. Given the strong positive effect of acculturation on civic engagement, some of 
this improvement could be made in the area of incorporating newcomers into American 
society in a culturally sensitive manner. Using Berry’s (2002) multidimensional 
acculturation model, Latino immigrants could be encouraged to celebrate their cultural 
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heritage, to strengthen their cultural identity, share their culture with American society, as 
well as adopt positive characteristics and practices of the American culture. This 
incorporation has the potential to not only increase current levels of engagement, but also 
to ameliorate some of the barriers to engagement that cannot be changed intrinsically 
(e.g., country of origin, skin color) (Fraga et al., 2010). Although focus group participants 
did not identify these factors as implicitly keeping them from becoming engaged in civic 
life, they did relate how feeling unwelcome led them to avoid involvement in a society 
that did not elicit their participation, and in some cases shunned them. The study 
identified barriers to engagement that could be tackled directly with proactive social 
policy. These include programs to improve English language skills, education levels, 
income levels, employment levels, and citizenship. These socioeconomic factors proved 
to be very important in whether Latino immigrants engaged civically. Such diversity-
oriented social policy has the added potential of influencing the broader American anti-
immigrant sentiment as well. As individuals and groups with the propensity to blame 
immigrants and attempt exclusionary practice see immigrant-inclusive policy at all levels, 
they will have less powerful fuel for their fire.  

In order to facilitate the maximum participation of Latino immigrants in American 
society, the right to vote and the right to legislative representation must be expanded. 
Without these rights, immigrants face undeniable barriers to their engagement, while still 
being affected by policy decisions made at all levels of society. Citizenship was found to 
be the strongest predictor of engagement; therefore, future efforts to increase access to 
naturalization and broaden eligibility requirements would influence all levels of civic 
engagement.  

While naturalization is part of the ongoing debate over immigration reform, an 
avenue towards legal residency for the estimated 11 million undocumented immigrants in 
the United States at this time has been fiercely contested (Johnson, 2013). However, the 
contention arises most fervently when discussing citizenship/naturalization, and thus the 
right to vote for these millions. President Obama, in a speech on January 29, 2013, said, 
“We need Congress to act on a comprehensive approach that finally deals with the 11 
million undocumented immigrants who are in the country right now. That's what we 
need” (Johnson, 2013). President Obama, in the same speech, alluded to proposals for 
updating the guest worker programs, legal residence, and expanded educational 
opportunities for these 11 million immigrants (Johnson, 2013). 

The National Immigrant Law Center, and Services Immigrant Rights and Education 
Network support such naturalization efforts. Specifically, they argue that Latino 
immigrants would benefit from state and federal prioritization of naturalization services 
(CIPC, 2007). This is a policy consideration that could be coordinated with broader 
immigration reform or addressed separately. This prioritization could take the shape of 
creating programs to disseminate information regarding naturalization eligibility and 
application processes throughout immigrant communities. Additionally, efforts should 
target decreasing the cost of applying, reducing the obstacles in seeking naturalization, 
and increasing the opportunities for English language learning and American civics 
lessons (CIPC, 2007). 
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Naturalization services could also take the form of multidimensional acculturation 
programming in immigrant communities. This study suggests that policies aimed at 
acculturating Latino immigrants, by not only strengthening their own cultural identity, 
but also by integrating their neighborhoods, schools, community groups and work places, 
has the potential to increase their civic engagement. There is a precedent in the profession 
of social work for naturalization services and immigration programming with the 
twentieth century settlement houses that held many community groups and forums for 
immigrants (Chung Yan & Lauer, 2008; Karger & Stoesz, 2005). These efforts also 
provided English language classes and venues for ethnic celebrations. Such programs 
could provide the link between the need to acculturate and the desire to become civically 
engaged, as expressed by the Latino immigrants we interviewed (Chung Yan & Lauer, 
2008). 

In keeping with the model presented by César Chávez, community marches could be 
the most powerful venue for community activists to elicit participation within the Latino 
immigrant community (Espinosa, 2007; Orosco, 2008). Civil demonstration is a forum 
understood and accepted in the Latino immigrant community. The movement has grown 
since the resurgence of the marches in May 2006, following the passage of California's 
Proposition 187, which denied access to social, health, and educational services for 
undocumented immigrants (Espinosa, 2007). The focus group participants who were 
afraid to interact with the government had negative experiences that they associated with 
discrimination based on their physical appearance and their Spanish accent. However, 
some of the most vocal individuals in the groups had experienced discrimination and 
racial profiling, but had been educated about their rights in the United States. They began 
to teach the others to stand up for their rights and seek appropriate representation through 
their state representative and the local office in their neighborhood. These few individuals 
with the power to inspire the group towards activism corroborated the statistical findings 
that showed some increased engagement of those who had experienced racial 
discrimination. Community leaders could use similar marches and rallies to organize 
Latino immigrants to participate in local, state, and national issues. They could use the 
energy and eager participation that emerge from such marches to organize the community 
to identify, understand, and advocate for new legislation to address their needs, inclusive 
of, but not limited to immigration reform. 

Consistent with the literature, English language proficiency was associated with 
higher levels of civic engagement in this study. Moreover, because the study showed 
English speakers to be more civically engaged than non-English speakers, teaching 
English language skills to immigrants could facilitate their involvement within their 
communities. English language ability, or lack thereof, has dominated the rhetoric 
surrounding immigration, citizenship, and assimilation for decades (Abraído-Lanza, 
Armbrister, Flórez, & Aguirre, 2006; Ben-Shalom & Horenczyk, 2003; Lieberson, 1980; 
Massey et al., 2002; Michelson, 2003). However, the learning of English has been used 
as a divisive tool and suggested as a mandate in order to attain certain rights and benefits 
in American society, such as citizenship (Golash-Boza, 2006; Massey et al., 2002; 
Rumbaut & Portes, 2001). In several cases, focus group participants who knew their state 
representative had greater English language skills and higher levels of education attained 
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in the United States. This study suggests that if English language proficiency was 
facilitated and encouraged, it could facilitate civic engagement as well. 

Conclusion 

The results of this study contribute to our knowledge of civic engagement by 
examining a minority group seldom studied – Latino immigrants -- as well as by 
investigating how their acculturation into mainstream American society influences their 
engagement. When considering the many barriers to engagement facing the Latino 
immigrant population in the United States, it is easy to understand the low levels of civic 
engagement present in the study findings. Latino immigrants who are the most civically 
engaged share the following characteristics: U.S. citizenship, female gender, married or 
cohabitating, older than 30, at least a high school level of education, income over $35,000 
per year, homeownership, white skin color, proficiency in the English language, self-
identified as American, came to the United States for noneconomic reasons, not from 
Mexico, and integrated friendships and coworkers. However, these characteristics are less 
important for engagement when the participants are integrated into American society. 
Furthermore, this study uncovered a complex relationship between Latino immigrants' 
demographic characteristics, their experiences with discriminatory practices and policies, 
and civic engagement. According to the focus group participants, this complex 
relationship takes roots in the anti-immigrant sentiment in which they reside and work, as 
well as in discriminatory policies that make them fearful of participation in their 
community. Finally, local, state, and federal policies have the potential to incorporate 
Latino immigrants more successfully into American society and thus increase their civic 
engagement by facilitating their naturalization, English language acquisition, higher 
education, higher wages, and integrated neighborhoods and work places.  
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