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INTRODUCTION

One of the most striking statistics to emerge from
recent electoral campaign cycles in the United States
is the marked increase in the voter turnout of Asian
Americans. Following the 2018 midterm elections,
the U.S. Current Population Survey estimated that the
voting rate among adult citizens belonging to the Asian
American community rose from 28 percent in 2014 to
42 percent just four years later. Analyses of this data by
AAPI Data found that this turnout surge was broad-
based with sizeable growth evident across demographic
categories such as age, gender, and place of birth.

This impressive growth continued in the presidential
election year of 2020. U.S. Census Bureau data found

that the turnout of Asian American voters reached
nearly 60 percent during the 2020 presidential election,
marginally lower than the turnout rate of African
Americans but higher than that of Latinos. According
to political data firm TargetSmart, Asian American
voters increased their turnout at the polls in every 2020
battleground state, more than any other minority group.

In fact, the increase in Asian American voter turnout
surpassed the narrow vote margin that flipped Georgia
and Arizona from Republican to Democrat.

These striking figures herald the rise of a pivotal new
voting demographic, a development that has been met
with considerable attention by the media, politicians,
and America’s two major political parties. But these
headline numbers, while important, do not shed much
light on the broader patterns of civic and political
behavior in the Asian American community. While
Asian-origin Americans might vote in greater numbers
than before, to what extent do they participate in
important political activities other than voting? And
beyond the political realm, how do Asian Americans
engage in civic life in their own communities?

This article attempts to answer these and other pertinent
questions about Asian Americans’ civic and political
engagement. It is the fourth in a series of articles that
explore the political and social preferences of Asian
Americans in California, a state where today Asian
Americans and Pacific Islanders make up nearly 16
percent of the state’s population.
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Like the others in the series, this article draws on a
2022 online survey of 1,000 California-based Asian
Americans conducted by the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace in partnership with the data and
analytics firm YouGov. The sample includes respondents
from twenty-one Asian-origin groups but excludes
Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders.

Specifically, this article examines patterns of civic
and political engagement among California’s Asian
Americans. It focuses on how respondents engage with
their communities, how they relate to politics, and
how they interact with political campaigns—both as
campaign contributors and consumers.

The first article in this series explored the political
preferences of the community in the run-up to the
2022 midterm elections, while the second looked at

their policy preferences, and the third unpacked the
nature of Asian American identity. The fifth and final
article in this series will explore the community’s foreign
policy attitudes.

SURVEY DESIGN

The data analyzed here are based on an original online
survey of 1,000 California-based Asian American
residents. The survey was designed by scholars at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and
conducted by polling firm YouGov between September
9 and September 26, 2022.

YouGov recruited respondents from its proprietary
panel of nearly 2 million U.S. residents. Only adult
respondents (ages eighteen and above) who are full-time
residents of California and who belong to one of twenty-
one Asian-origin groups were eligible to participate
in the survey.! These twenty-one ethnic subgroups
account for 97.4 percent of the Asian American and

Pacific Islander population in California, according to
2020 U.S. Census data.? The YouGov survey did not

include respondents who principally identify as Native
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. The survey was fielded in
English (see the next section for additional discussion).

YouGov employs a sophisticated sample-matching
procedure to ensure to the greatest extent possible
that the respondent pool is representative of the Asian
American community in California; the procedure uses
data from the U.S. Census Bureaus 2019 American
Community Survey as a target sample frame. All the

analyses in this study employ sampling weights to
ensure representativeness. The overall margin of error
for the sample is +/- 3 percent. This margin of error is
calculated at the 95 percent confidence interval.

The survey instrument contains an extensive range
of questions organized across six modules: basic
demographics, identity and discrimination, politics,
policy preferences, foreign policy, and civic and political
life. Respondents were allowed to skip questions except
for important demographic questions that determined
the nature of other survey items.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

Asrelated research has shown, surveys of Asian Americans
have to contend with several thorny methodological
challenges. While their numbers have increased,
Asian Americans are still a distinct minority—even in
California—making it difficult to recruit sufficiently
large samples for surveys.

One major benefit of working with an extensive survey
panel, such as the one maintained by YouGoyv, is that it
provides access to large sample sizes that allow researchers
to make reliable estimates about even relatively small
populations of interest. However, online panels have
a significant drawback: most online survey panels are
conducted in English, and around seven in ten eligible
Asian-origin voters report that they only speak English
at home or speak the language “very well.”


https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/10/20/how-will-california-s-asian-americans-vote-in-november-pub-88198
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/11/03/what-do-asian-american-voters-in-california-want-pub-88305
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/12/15/what-does-it-mean-to-be-asian-american-in-california-pub-88652
https://today.yougov.com/about/about-the-yougov-panel/
https://today.yougov.com/about/about-the-yougov-panel/
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?g=0400000US06&tid=DECENNIALPL2020.P1
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/01/polling-methods-are-changing-but-reporting-the-views-of-asian-americans-remains-a-challenge/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/07/asian-americans-are-the-fastest-growing-racial-or-ethnic-group-in-the-u-s-electorate/

Therefore, the survey results presented in this article
cannot mechanically be extrapolated to the Asian
American community in California at large. For
instance, this survey’s sample includes a larger share
of U.S. citizens than Californias Asian American
population as a whole. It is best to treat the survey
findings as representative of the views of English-
proficient Californians of Asian origin.

Despite this caveat, this survey serves as an important
barometer given that, in the years to come, the
characteristics of the Asian American population will
increasingly resemble those of the sample studied here.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

The survey asked respondents whether—in the last
twelve months—they participated in any of four
common methods of civic engagement: performing

FIGURE 1
Civic Engagement

voluntary community service without pay; working
with others in their community to solve a problem;
attending a protest march, demonstration, or rally; or
attending a public meeting, such as for a school board
or city council.

Overall, the level of civic participation appeared muted.
Of the four methods of civic engagement the survey
examined, the most popular was performing voluntary
community service—an activity only 11 percent of
respondents reported taking part in. Nine percent
reported working with others in their community to
solve a collective problem, 6 percent attended a public
meeting of some kind, and 6 percent attended a protest
march, demonstration, or rally.

On three of out of four measures—performing
community service, working with community members
to solve a problem, and attending a public meeting—
U.S.-born respondents reported marginally higher rates

In the last twelve months, have you participated in any of the following activities?

. Foreign-born

. U.S.-born

Worked with others in

your community to — o
solve a problem

Performed voluntary
community service —
for no pay

Attended a public

meeting, such as school — e
board or city council

Attended a protest march,
demonstration, or rally

Percent

N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California
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of participation (see figure 1). Regarding the fourth
category—attending a protest march, demonstration,
or rally—participation rates were roughly equal between
the two categories of respondents.

Diaspora Engagement

As the size of the Asian American population has grown
over time, diaspora groups have invested significant
resources in building civic organizations or nonprofit
associations that play a variety of roles, including
community service, religious expression, and policy and
advocacy. Beyond generic measures of civic engagement,
the survey asked respondents if they were a member

FIGURE 2
Engagement with Diaspora Organizations

of any Asian American organization or group, be it
cultural, ethnic, regional, religious, caste, community,
or school related. One in five respondents (21 percent)
reported that they were currently involved with such an

organization.

U.S.-born respondents were more likely to take part
in diaspora activities; 26 percent of them reported
engagement with diaspora organizations compared
to 16 percent of foreign-born respondents. There was
also variation on this score across Asian American
communities (see figure 2). Thirty percent of respondents
of Southeast Asian heritage reported membership in a
diaspora organization, compared to 22 percent of South
Asians and 16 percent of East Asians.

Are you a member of any Asian American organization or group? This includes cultural, ethnic, regional, religious, caste,

community, or school-based organizations

. No . Yes
\

Southeast Asian

South Asian

Ethnicity

East Asian

60 80 100

Percent

N= 1,000 California adult residents

Note: Southeast Asian includes respondents who consider some part of their identity to be Burmese, Cambodian, Filipino, Hmong, Indonesian,
Laotian, Malaysian, Singaporean, Thai, or Vietnamese. South Asian includes respondents who consider some part of their identity to be Bangla-
deshi, Bhutanese, Indian, Nepali, Pakistani, or Sri Lankan. East Asian includes respondents who consider some part of their identity to be Chinese,

Japanese, Korean, or Taiwanese.
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California



Regardless of their purpose, diaspora organizations
could be organized narrowly along ethnic lines or
broadly across ethnic communities that comprise the
Asian American population.

Examining data on respondents who were members of
at least one diaspora-based organization, around four
in ten reported that these organizations were comprised
of members who shared their ethnic background (see
figure 3). However, there was no significant variation
across ethnic subgroups. Between 41 and 44 percent of
Southeast, South, and East Asians reported taking partin
organizations with co-ethnics, while between 44 and 54
percent of respondents reported that their organizations
possessed a membership of mixed ethnicities.

FIGURE 3
Composition of Diaspora Organizations

POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT

An individual’s propensity to vote is often used as
a convenient shorthand for their level of political
engagement, but the former is at best a proxy measure.
Political engagement is a broader concept that involves
activities that include voting but go well beyond it.
This section explores the extent of political engagement
before delving into the act of voting more specifically.

General Political Engagement

The survey queried respondents about whether they
participated in any of five political activities in the
last year: discussing politics with friends and family;

Is the organization you are part of composed mostly of Asian Americans of your ethnic background?

Percent

Mostly my
ethnic background

A mix of
ethnic backgrounds

N= 221 California adult residents

52
50
42
40
30
20
10 —
4
2
6 S -

Mostly other

Don't k
ethnic backgrounds omt know

Note: This question is only asked of respondents who are members of any Asian American organization or group.

Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California

CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT FOR INTERNATIONAL PEACE



posting comments online about politics; contacting
their elected representative or another government
official; contributing money to a candidate, party, or
campaign organization; or volunteering or working on a
political campaign.

By far the most popular mode of political engagement
was the simple act of discussing politics with family and
friends, an activity 36 percent of respondents reported
doing in the past year. Fourteen percent reported
posting comments on political issues online, 10 percent
contributed money in some form to a political activity,
and 9 percent contacted their member of Congress or
other government ofhcial. The least popular activity
was working on a political campaign, something only 4
percent of respondents reported doing in the past year.

FIGURE 4
Political Engagement

As with the measures of civic engagement discussed
above, U.S.-born respondents were more likely to engage
in political activities, although the difference with their
foreign-born counterparts was marginal (see figure 4).
Indeed, it was striking how similar participation rates
were irrespective of place of birth.

Interest in Politics

The survey also asked about respondents’ general level
of interest in politics, which is a summary measure
of political engagement. Specifically, the survey
asked respondents the degree to which they followed
developments in government and public affairs in the

United States.

In the last twelve months, have you participated in any of the following activities?

. Foreign-born ‘ U.S.-born

Volunteered or worked
on a political campaign —
of any kind
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Discussed politics with
family and friends

Contributed money

to a candidate, political
party, or some other | H
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N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California
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FIGURE 5
Interest in Politics

Some people seem to follow what's going on in government and public affairs most of the time, whether there's an election

going on or not. Others aren't that interested. Would you say you follow what's going on in government and public affairs...?

40

30

Percent

o

Most of the time Some of the time

N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California

There was a wide distribution of responses (see figure 5).
Twenty-two percent of respondents reported following
the latest developments in U.S. politics most of the time,
while a plurality of respondents—37 percent—reported
tracking current events some of the time. Twenty-three
percent reported staying abreast of political issues only
now and then and another 11 percent reported that they
hardly ever paid attention to government and public
affairs in the United States. An additional 8 percent
responded with “don’t know.”

While there was no significant difference in the political
interest of respondents based on their place of birth,
there was some evidence of differences on the age
dimension. Interest in American politics and public
affairs was highest among the eldest respondents in
the sample: 61 percent of those ages fifty and above
reported regularly following developments in American
politics compared to 52 percent of respondents in

37
22 23
20
10

Only now and then

Don't know

Hardly ever

the eighteen-to-twenty-nine age bracket. College-
educated respondents also reported higher levels of
political interest when compared to non—college
educated counterparts.

Voting

The survey asked all respondents a set of basic questions
about their voting behavior. While previous essays in
this series explored California-based Asian Americans’
voting patterns and policy preferences and attitudes,

this section focuses narrowly on registration and
turnout. Based on the U.S. citizen sub-sample of survey
respondents (who accounted for 93 percent of the
overall sample), 88 percent of citizen respondents were
registered to vote. One in ten who were eligible to vote
were not registered, with an additional 2 percent unsure
of their registration status.
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TABLE 1
Respondents’ Voter Registration Status

Age Registered (%) Unregistered (%) Don't know (%)

18-29 88 10 2

30-49 87 10 4

50+ 90 9 1
Income

Below $50,000 79 16 5

$50,000-$100,000 94 6 0

Above $100,000 96 4 0
Education

College degree 95 5 1

No college degree 79 17 4
Immigration status

U.S.-born 87 10 3

Foreign-born 90 9 1
Gender

Male 88 10 2

Female 88 9 2

N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California.

Among unregistered voters, there were few differences
by gender, place of birth, or age. However, there were
discernible differences based on education and income
levels (see table 1). For instance, just 5 percent of
college-educated citizen respondents reported that they
were not registered to vote. This share more than triples
(to 17 percent) when considering respondents without
a college degree. Similarly, 6 percent of respondents
whose household income is in the range of $50,000—
$100,000 and 4 percent of respondents who earn
over $100,000 were not registered to vote. This share
stood at 16 percent for those with household incomes

below $50,000.

While voter turnout tends to be lower in primary
elections than on Election Day, two-thirds of
respondents (67 percent) reported voting in the June
7, 2022, California primary election. In terms of the
midterm election itself, held on November 8, the survey
was only able to ask about vote intention since it was
fielded in the September before the election. Of eligible
voting-age citizen respondents, between 12 and 13
precent reported that they did not intend to vote in the
midterm election either for governor, Senate, or their
respective House of Representatives race. Here too,
class loomed large in the decision to vote; respondents



without a college degree and/or who are from lower-
income households tended to be two to three times
more likely to abstain from voting on Election Day.

Although the 2024 presidential elections are still far
off, 8 percent of respondents reported that they had
no intention of voting in the 2024 race. This figure
excluded voters who were undecided about the party
they planned to support in the next election; about
21 percent of the citizen sub-sample fell into this
“undecided” category.

CAMPAIGN FINANCE

Although there is no comprehensive data on the extent
of Asian American campaign giving, anecdotal evidence
suggests that Asian-origin citizens are stepping up their
involvement as contributors to political campaigns, a

FIGURE 6
Distribution of Campaign Contributions

new development that parties have taken cognizance of.

In many states and localities, in California and elsewhere,
Asian Americans are seen not simply as a crucial voting
bloc, but also as a community of contributors and vote
mobilizers. This section looks briefly at their campaign
finance behavior.

Of the total respondent sample, around 15 percent
reported contributing financially to a candidate’s
campaign at some level during the course of the 2022
election cycle. By and large, these donations skewed
toward the smaller end of the spectrum (see figure 6).
Eighty-two percent of campaign contributors reported
giving $250 or less during the 2022 midterm campaign:
34 percent reported giving less than $50, while 48
percent stated they had given between $50 and $250.
Relatively few respondents were located on the upper
end of this giving spectrum. Eleven percent reported
contributing between $250 and $1,000 and just 6
percent reported contributing more than $1,000.

You previously indicated that you contributed financially to a candidate’s campaign. As best you can estimate, how much

did you contribute overall this election cycle?

50 —

30

Percent

20

Less than $50

Between $50 and $250

N= 149 California adult residents

Between $250 and $1,000

11
- |

More than $1,000

Note: This question is only asked of respondents who contributed financially to a political campaign or group.

Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California
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Interestingly, income was not neatly correlated with
a respondent’s political giving status. While wealthier
individuals were somewhat more likely to give than
lower-income respondents, the differences were small
and nonlinear. One variable that did seem to shape
giving patterns was place of birth: 19 percent of U.S.-
born respondents reported donating money in the 2022
cycle compared to under 8 percent of foreign-born
respondents.

CAMPAIGN CONTACT

Existing research demonstrates that Asian Americans

overall suffer from a campaign “contact gap.” Despite
the fact that their numbers have grown, that their giving
profile has risen, and that there is greater awareness of
their political heft, most research finds that political
campaigns tend to treat them as an afterthought. For

FIGURE 7
Campaign Contact by Political Parties

instance, a 2020 Pew survey found that Asian voters

lagged behind all other ethnic or racial groups in terms
of the extent of campaign contact they received (across
all methods of contact).

The 2022 Asian American Voter Survey (AAVS), a
nationally representative survey conducted months
before the 2022 midterm election, found that 45
percent of respondents across the United States reported
no campaign contact from either major party.

To probe this issue in the California context, the
Carnegie survey also asked respondents whether they
were contacted by any political party during the 2022
election campaign (see figure 7). This contact could
have been on the phone, in person, or via social media
and the internet. A striking 44 percent reported no
contact at all from any political campaign, nearly half
of the entire sample.

Were you contacted by any political party during the current 2022 election campaign, either by phone, in person, or via

social media?

50
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-
c
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N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California
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This statistic is almost identical to what the AAVS found
on a national level. Thirty-six percent of respondents
reported experiencing “some” or “a little” contact, with
only 10 percent acknowledging they had received “a
great deal” of contact from political parties. Roughly
one in ten respondents (11 percent) reported not
knowing the extent of political contact.

To be sure, not all Asian Americans experienced the
same degree of campaign contact (see figure 8). For
instance, 33 percent of Southeast Asian respondents
reported either some or a great deal of contact with
political parties during the 2022 midterm season,

FIGURE 8

compared to 30 percent and 24 percent for South and
East Asians, respectively. Nearly one in two South Asians
(49 percent) and East Asians (48 percent) reported
no contact with campaigns as against 35 percent of
Southeast Asian respondents.

Of respondents who were contacted by a political
campaign, the survey asked which party was
responsible for reaching out to them (see figure 9).
The overwhelming majority of contact was driven by
the Democratic Party; 68 percent of those contacted
reported outreach from the Democrats. In contrast, half
as many respondents—37 percent—reported outreach
from the Republican Party.’

Composition of Campaign Contact by Political Parties

Were you contacted by any political party during the current 2022 election campaign, either by phone, in person, or via

social media?

. A GREAT DEAL . SOME . A LITTLE . NOT AT ALL

Southeast Asian 1n 22

South Asian

Ethnicity

East Asian

7] pon'TkNow

35 13

N= 1,000 California adult residents

60 80 100

Percent

Note: Total does not equal 100 due to rounding. Southeast Asian includes respondents who consider some part of their identity to be Burmese,
Cambodian, Filipino, Hmong, Indonesian, Laotian, Malaysian, Singaporean, Thai, or Vietnamese. South Asian includes respondents who consider
some part of their identity to be Bangladeshi, Bhutanese, Indian, Nepali, Pakistani, or Sri Lankan. East Asian includes respondents who consider

some part of their identity to be Chinese, Japanese, Korean, or Taiwanese.

Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California
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FIGURE 9
Partisan Distribution of Campaign Contact

You indicated that you were contacted by a political party during the current 2022 election campaign. Which political party

contacted you? Select all that apply.

Percent

Democratic Party Republican Party

N= 479 California adult residents

68
60 —
40 37
20
12
8 -
: ]

A third party Don’t know

Note: This question is only asked of respondents who experienced campaign contact during the 2022 election cycle.

Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California

These outreach figures are not far out of line with the
current voting patterns of Asian Americans in California:
data analyzed in an earlier essay suggested that slightly
more than half of survey respondents reported voting
for Democratic candidates at the House, Senate, and
gubernatorial levels in California. However, the extent
of campaign contact reported in the Carnegie survey
differed from the 2022 AAVS. In the latter survey, 44
percent of respondents reported having at least some
campaign outreach from the Democrats while 35
percent of respondents reported experiencing some
degree of Republican outreach. The data from the
Carnegie survey in California suggested a higher degree
of Democratic mobilization in the state, compared to
the national average.

Beyond the two major parties, a small minority (8
percent) reported being contacted by a third party.
Twelve percent of respondents experiencing some kind
of campaign contact were not sure which party got in
touch with them.

Finally, the survey asked respondents whether they were
contacted by any Asian American organizations during
the midterm campaign. (Several California-based Asian
American organizations work, either in connection with
parties or independently of them, to educate voters,
conduct advocacy, or build political awareness.)

According to the survey, political parties had a stronger
track record of engaging Asian Americans than diaspora
organizations (see figure 10). Two-third of respondents
(67 percent) reported that they had no contact at all
with Asian American organizations during the 2022
campaign cycle. Eighteen percent reported either
“some” or “a little” contact and only 3 percent reported
a great deal of contact. An additional 12 percent were
unsure of their contact with diaspora groups in the
2022 campaign.
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FIGURE 10

Campaign Contact by Asian American Organizations

Were you contacted by any Asian American organization(s) during the midterm campaign, either by phone, in person, or via

social media?
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N= 1,000 California adult residents
Source: 2022 Survey of Asian Americans in California

CONCLUSION

In recent years, the profile of Asian Americans in state
and national politics has steadily risen as their numbers
have swelled and a greater share have exercised their
right to vote. However, voting is but one form of how
ordinary citizens engage in civic and political life. This
essay looks at the broader picture of civic and political
engagement among Asian Americans in the state of
California, where they constitute a significant share of
the population.

Using traditional measures of civic and political
engagement, survey respondents’ participation appeared
relatively muted across most activities. Performing
community service emerged as the most popular mode
of civic engagement while discussing politics with
family and friends was the most popular manifestation
of political participation. Across most measures, U.S.-
born respondents tended to be more engaged than their
foreign-born counterparts but the gaps were small in
nearly all cases.

Don’t know

When it comes to voting, Asian Americans appeared
energized but not all segments of the population
were equally inclined to exercise their franchise. Two
variables—education and income—helped to explain
this variation. Respondents with lower household
incomes and without a college degree were more likely
than their peers to not be registered to vote. And, even
among those who were registered, non-college educated
and lower-income respondents were less likely to
turnout on Election Day.

Beyond voting, some existing research suggests that
Asian Americans have also begun flexing their muscles as
campaign contributors. The survey data here suggested
that around 15 percent of the respondent sample
reported making a political donation in the 2022
election cycle, and most of these donations represented
small-dollar contributions.
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But despite their growing prominence, Asian Americans
still experienced low levels of campaign outreach from
the major parties, especially the Republican Party. And
the data suggested that the reach of diaspora-linked
organizations was also relatively shallow among the
populations they work to advocate on behalf of.
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NOTES

1 The included ethnic subgroups are as follows: Bangladeshi,
Bhutanese, Burmese, Cambodian, Chinese, Filipino, Hmong,
Indian, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Malaysian,
Mongolian, Nepali, Pakistani, Singaporean, Sri Lankan,
Taiwanese, Thai, and Vietnamese.

2 'This percentage was calculated from population numbers
from the 2020 American Community Survey by the U.S.
Census Bureau.

3 These numbers do not add up to 100 since respondents could
report receiving contact from multiple parties.

Carnegie does not take institutional positions on public policy issues; the views represented herein are those of
the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of Carnegie, its staff, or its trustees.



