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Migration Status and Political 
Knowledge Among Latino 
Immigrants
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This paper invokes a membership- exclusion theoretical model of immigrant integration to investigate politi-
cal incorporation. Specifically, we examine the extent to which unauthorized migration status is associated 
with general and particular political knowledge and with other kinds of structural incorporation. In the 
analyses, we use data from the initial wave of the 2012 Latino Immigrant National Election Study (LINES) 
targeting adult immigrants from Spanish- speaking countries in Latin America. Consistent with theoretical 
expectations, we find that unauthorized Latino immigrants have significantly lower levels of general politi-
cal knowledge than green card holders, those with other government IDs, or naturalized citizens, and that 
the difference between the unauthorized and the legal groups holds up when controls are introduced for ex-
posure (quantity and quality of time in the country) and various kinds of structural incorporation, although 
differences among the legal groups do not. Thus, forms of structural integration mediate the effects of expo-
sure on acquisition of general political knowledge by legal immigrants, but they do not for unauthorized 
immigrants, providing evidence that membership exclusion severely restricts political incorporation. At the 
same time, unauthorized immigrants show more awareness about changes in the unemployment rate than 
legal immigrants do, a result consistent both with their main reason for migration (to work) and with their 
having recourse only to collective action as a form of political expression.
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Many discussions of immigrant political incor-
poration begin by focusing on race and ethnic-
ity (Hochschild et al. 2013). In the U.S. case, this 
seems appropriate, given that most of the mi-
gration to the United States in the last half- 
century has been non- European (Bean, Lee, 
and Bachmeier 2013). Such discussions tend to 
veer toward either the optimistic or pessimis-
tic, depending on whether they take as their 
model the successful integration of the descen-

dants of European immigrants of the early 
twentieth century or the lingering socioeco-
nomic disadvantage of African Americans in 
the long wake of slavery and in the subsequent 
injustices of Jim Crow laws (Warner and Srole 
1945; Gordon 1964; Jaynes and Williams 1989; 
Bean and Bell- Rose 1999; Alba and Nee 2003; 
Holzer 2009). Yet neither narrative seems fully 
to apply to new nonwhite immigrants, espe-
cially Latino newcomers, who tend not to see 
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themselves in monoracial terms (Lee and Bean 
2010; Telles 2014). In part to move beyond such 
conceptualizations, Michael Jones- Correa 
(1998, 2007) recommends that students of La-
tino politics focus less on ethnic or transna-
tional dynamics and more on immigrant poli-
tics, defined as “a liminal state of disengagement 
from the politics of both sending or receiving 
countries, even if not from politics entirely” 
(2007, 53–54).

Because so many Latino immigrants to the 
United States come as unauthorized entrants 
(Bean et al. 2014), their migration status needs 
to be taken into account explicitly in models 
of political incorporation. Political scientists 
have widely noted that the nature of initial so-
cietal membership among immigrants may 
matter for political incorporation (Hochschild 
and Mollenkopf 2009; Mollenkopf 2013). Simi-
larly, sociologists have argued that the initial 
lack of legitimate and official societal member-
ship has unleashed forces that are highly ex-
clusionary but potentially impermanent (Bean 
and Brown 2015). Thus, in addition to studies 
of political integration as a function of indi-
vidual background and experience on factors 
affecting voting and civic participation, we also 
need to assess the effects of local organizations 
and institutions, such as those with implica-
tions for settlement or citizenship, as well as 
the effects of more distal bureaucracies that 
establish policies and priorities and carry out 
enforcement (Bloemraad 2013; Ramakrishnan 
2013; Jones- Correa 2013).

This paper looks at the latter kind of factors. 
The lack of political integration, in particular, 
starts with the absence of initial societal mem-
bership, together with the organizational and 
institutional factors that define and sustain 
this lack, in a process called membership exclu-
sion (Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier 2015). This 
approach argues that the official denial of so-
cietal membership through organizational and 
institutional means curtails individual- level 
structural integration. That is, initial societal 
membership constitutes a necessary, if not suf-
ficient, condition for immigrant integration, 
including individual- level political integration. 
This paper assesses this idea by investigating 
the extent to which unauthorized status among 
immigrants is associated with both general 

and particular forms of political knowledge, as 
well as with other kinds of structural integra-
tion, the dimensions of which tend to reinforce 
both one another and political knowledge. 
Thus, we hypothesize that gradations of legal-
ization and citizenship will relate positively 
both to general political knowledge and to 
other kinds of integration. We further hypoth-
esize that being unauthorized will be associ-
ated with low general political knowledge and 
the absence of mutually reinforcing forms of 
structural integration, although we also sug-
gest why unauthorized status may positively be 
associated with particular knowledge. Empiri-
cally, we examine how unauthorized status 
among Latino immigrants on the one hand 
and different kinds of legal and citizenship sta-
tus on the other separately affect general and 
particular political knowledge and relation-
ships among aspects of structural integration.

iMMigR ant-  gRoup political 
incoRpoR ation
Thinking about the dimensionality of integra-
tion helps us understand the implications of 
the membership- exclusion approach for polit-
ical integration. The classic assimilation per-
spective and variants that emphasize ethnora-
cial status (see Brown and Bean 2006; Bean and 
Brown 2015) all share the idea that different 
aspects of integration tend to progress to-
gether over time, even if somewhat haltingly. 
They thus tend to be one- dimensional (Alba 
and Nee 2003). More pluralist frameworks, as 
exemplified by European multicultural ap-
proaches, emphasize that the sociocultural as-
pects of integration (compared with the eco-
nomic, spatial, and political aspects) may 
occur at different times or not at all (Fokkema 
and De Haas 2011; Kymlicka 1995; Montserrat 
and Rex 2010). Thus, the retention of specific 
ethnic- group values, customs, and behavioral 
practices is not foreclosed. Moreover, sociocul-
tural distinctiveness is envisioned as not in-
compatible with other kinds of integration. 
Such perspectives are more multidimensional 
in conceptualization because they allow immi-
grant groups to maintain religious and family 
practices and other ethnic values and behav-
iors that are distinct from those of native main-
stream groups and from those of other ethnic 
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immigrant groups (Modood 2007; Reitz et al. 
2009; Wright and Bloemraad 2012), thus foster-
ing social diversity. Because these sociocul-
tural practices remain distinct from other 
forms of structural integration, overall incor-
poration embodies at least two dimensions.

Exclusionary dynamics are another example 
of multidimensional incorporation. Political 
scientists often distinguish between entry dy-
namics (meaning kind of initial membership) 
and subsequent forms of political incorpora-
tion. Jennifer Hochschild and John Mollenkopf 
(2009) and Hochschild and her colleagues 
(2013) present conceptual schema that under-
score how different kinds of political integra-
tion take place at different points in the overall 
process, especially the difference between en-
try and later attitudes and behaviors. They note 
that U.S. immigrants cannot vote until they 
naturalize, meaning that voting behavior can-
not become a relevant aspect of political incor-
poration until immigrants have lived in the 
country long enough to become eligible to ap-
ply for citizenship. This sequence alone im-
plies that prior membership is important for 
other integration outcomes. Just as one cannot 
vote without becoming a citizen, neither can 
newcomers apply for citizenship without hav-
ing become legal permanent residents. The 
lack of social citizenship for unauthorized im-
migrants reaches its extreme form when such 
migrants are officially excluded from many are-
nas of social and economic participation (by 
dint of policy and law), so that other forms of 
incorporation are effectively shut off. This 
foundational principle undergirds the theoret-
ical perspective of membership exclusion 
(Bean, Brown, and Bachmeier 2015).

Legal status provides access to opportunity 
(and thus social mobility), as well as partial ac-
cess to some degree of a social safety net. In 
short, the lack of initial societal membership 
implies an important precondition for other 
forms of integration. Official boundaries that 
demarcate ineligibility for social citizenship in 
a given society not only cut off access to op-
portunity, they also foster stigmatization and 
exploitation that further hamper structural ad-
vancement (Joppke 2010; Hochschild et al. 
2013; Hochschild and Mollenkopf 2009; Zol-
berg 1999). The nature of such exclusionary 

boundaries can vary from country to country, 
involving variously, for example, religion, colo-
nial origins, race, residency restrictions, or cit-
izenship (Freeman 1979; Fredrickson 1988; 
Pickus 1998; Solinger 1999; Alba and Silberman 
2002; Bauer et al. 2005; Papademetrios 2006; 
Sokatch and Myers 2014). Whatever the partic-
ular basis for a strong exclusionary boundary, 
the presence and status of migrants falling 
outside the boundary results in their being 
seen and treated as illegitimate. This is even 
more strongly the case when such boundaries 
are institutionalized in formal law.

In the United States historically, previous 
instances of notable denials of social citizen-
ship include the enslavement of African Amer-
icans in the South, Mexican Americans in 
Texas through the first half of the twentieth 
century, the forced relocation of Native Ameri-
cans in the Trail of Tears, and Chinese exclu-
sion (Lieberson 1980; Montejano 1987; Foley 
1997; Lee 2002; Perdue and Green 2007; Rum-
baut 2006). All of these groups were either dis-
located or subjected to apartheid- like exclu-
sions that were not officially eliminated until 
the civil rights legislation of the mid- 1960s 
(Nee and Holbrow 2013). Immigrants incurring 
exclusions today, like these ethnoracial minor-
ities earlier, experience social and psychologi-
cal distress (Gonzales 2011; Nee and Holbrow 
2013; Yoshikawa 2011), strain and tension stem-
ming from nonmembership dampening forms 
of immigrant structural integration, such as 
educational attainment (Bean et al. 2015).

Unauthorized migrant status has consti-
tuted an ever stronger exclusionary boundary 
in the United States over the past three de-
cades, since the 1986 Immigration and Reform 
Act criminalized the hiring of unauthorized 
workers (Bean, Vernez, and Keely 1989). More 
recent laws deemed that migrants themselves 
were committing illegal acts by working, thus 
deepening the marginalization of the Latinos 
who make up the bulk of the U.S. unauthorized 
population (Massey 2013; Tienda and Sánchez 
2013; Motomura 2014). Because so many Lati-
nos remain in marginal statuses for long peri-
ods, such legal exclusions, including the in-
ability to get a driver’s license and ineligibility 
for many kinds of jobs, limit individual eco-
nomic mobility. Burdens also extend to the 
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children of such immigrants, undercutting 
their access to higher education, heightening 
stress, undermining motivations to achieve, 
and slowing cognitive and emotional develop-
ment (Bean et al. 2011; Nee and Holbrow 2013; 
Yoshikawa 2011). A membership- exclusion hy-
pothesis explicitly specifies that other forms of 
integration, including later political incorpora-
tion, are unlikely to any appreciable degree 
without this earliest form of political incorpo-
ration. In this sense, membership exclusion 
explicitly involves a multidimensional concep-
tualization of integration because it posits a 
sharp integration divide between those with 
membership, for whom aspects of integration 
proceed in a relatively unhindered fashion, 
and those without such status, whose integra-
tion does not.

Unauthorized Status and Political Knowledge
Here we study political integration by focusing 
on both general and particular forms of po-
litical knowledge. By general political knowl-
edge, we mean information regarding how 
much Latino immigrants know about certain 
key civic features of American national politi-
cal institutions. By particular political knowl-
edge, we mean their knowledge of a particular 
feature of the American economy that we 
would expect to be especially salient to labor 
migrants, who come to the United States to 
work, often expecting not to stay. This category 
applies almost universally to unauthorized La-
tino migrants (Bean et al. 2015). The two spe-
cific forms of particular knowledge we examine 
are how accurately they follow the national un-
employment rate and how accurately they per-
ceive changes in unemployment over the past 
year.

The latter measures are political economy 
variables because awareness of unemployment 
conditions reflects knowledge about the socio-
economic context within which political inte-
gration occurs but does not tap general civics 
knowledge per se. Rather, it shows awareness 
of the strength of the labor market and its 
changes resulting from government policies. 
Although this is different from civic knowl-
edge, it may be particularly useful given that 
research shows voters often cast their ballots 
based on broad economic conditions, espe-

cially job availability (Delli Carpini and Keeter 
1996). For unauthorized migrants, it may indi-
cate their potential for collective political ac-
tion, given that other forms of political involve-
ment are unavailable. We thus use data on 
three indicators—a measure of general politi-
cal knowledge and two measures of particular 
awareness of unemployment. These come 
from a recent survey of Latino immigrants, one 
carried out both just before and after the 2012 
national U.S. elections. Specifically, we exam-
ine data on Latino immigrants’ knowledge of 
the maximum number of terms a U.S. presi-
dent can serve and of the length of a single 
term for those elected to the U.S. Senate, as 
well as the accuracy of perceptions about the 
national unemployment rate and its recent 
change. General political knowledge reflects 
broad familiarity with the American political 
system and relates to wider awareness of and 
participation in U.S. politics more generally 
(Galston 2001), thus providing a basis for gaug-
ing Latino immigrant political integration.

We do not assess other general political be-
haviors or perceptions and feelings about 
American politics. Thus we do not try to exam-
ine phenomena like voting because so many 
Latino immigrants, because they are not citi-
zens, are ineligible to vote. Nor do we examine 
subjective feelings about politics because these 
may be appreciably affected by many Latinos’ 
not being citizens and thus unable to vote. Our 
examination of knowledge about changes in 
unemployment represents an effort to tap into 
a secondary indicator of more concrete politi-
cally relevant knowledge that may not relate to 
eligibility to vote per se but reflects knowledge 
of economic conditions related to the reasons 
for migration. Although unauthorized labor 
migrants may be excluded from structural op-
portunities that would provide incentives to 
acquire general political civics knowledge, they 
may be quite sensitive to employment oppor-
tunities. In fact, research has consistently 
shown that the size of the flow of unauthorized 
migrants to the United States closely tracks the 
U.S. unemployment rate (Council on Foreign 
Relations 2009; Hanson 2006). Unauthorized 
migrants’ politically relevant knowledge about 
this aspect of the economy may thus actually 
exceed that of legal migrants, whose positions 
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are more secure and motives more varied. With 
this in mind, we thus carry out assessments of 
Latino immigrant political incorporation by 
examining how both general knowledge about 
American civics and awareness about impor-
tant particular features of the national eco-
nomic context vary with migration and citizen-
ship status, length of time spent in the country, 
and key aspects of structural integration.

Why is this likely to be fruitful, given that 
native- born citizens have been found to have 
unusually low levels of political and economic 
knowledge? For example, only a third of the 
U.S. population in 2014 could approximately 
identify the unemployment rate (Pew Research 
Center 2014). Moreover, such knowledge has 
remained low for decades, even as levels of 
education have risen (Galston 2001). Although 
political scientists continue to discuss the im-
plications of low levels of civic knowledge for 
politics in the United States, research indi-
cates both the quality and quantity of politi-
cal participation is associated with greater 
civic knowledge. In part because greater civic 
knowledge may result from more participa-
tion, it is often argued that low levels of par-
ticular civic knowledge do not preclude active 
and constructive political participation based 
on general and diffuse knowledge (Galston 
2001; Popkin and Dimock 1999). Moreover, 
among the respondents in the 2012 Latino Im-
migrant National Election Study (LINES), who 
were foreign born, even though only 10.5 per-
cent could correctly report the length of term 
served by U.S. senators, this is not much differ-
ent from the responses of Latino voters overall 
(23.4 percent) or of African American voters 
(23.6 percent).1 It thus seems reasonable to ex-
amine both how and how much general and 
particular political knowledge varies with mi-
gration status and indicators of structural in-
tegration.

Research Hypotheses
A membership- exclusion conceptualization of 
integration implies that not only will unau-
thorized status be associated with distinctly 

low levels of political knowledge, but also 
other kinds of integration will tend to be low 
and not related to political knowledge. More-
over, with structural integration suppressed, 
these other kinds of integration will often not 
be strongly connected with each other either. 
Membership thus constitutes a necessary con-
dition for other integration processes to occur. 
Given this, we focus first on explaining varia-
tions in general political knowledge. Because 
the simple passage of time brings some in-
crease in familiarity with the new society, po-
litical knowledge may vary positively with the 
length of time Latino immigrants (authorized 
and unauthorized) have lived in the United 
States. However, exposure without member-
ship is less likely to open structural doors to 
opportunity.

We expect unauthorized migrants to show 
less general political knowledge than legal mi-
grants (who have been green card holders for 
varying lengths of time) and naturalized citi-
zens, but higher levels of the particular knowl-
edge of the unemployment rate. This is likely 
if for no other reason than unauthorized mi-
grants are more cut off from social and eco-
nomic opportunities and cannot advance as 
rapidly in ways that might themselves increase 
political knowledge, but at the same time are 
more sensitive to labor market fluctuations. In 
short, we expect unauthorized migrants to 
show exceptionally low levels of general polit-
ical knowledge, even after we control for differ-
ences between them and legal migrants in 
other factors that might be expected to boost 
political knowledge (such as exposure and life- 
course measures and indicators of economic 
and linguistic integration). Among legal mi-
grants, however, we expect to find that both 
gradations of legalization and citizenship and 
higher levels of other kinds of integration will 
be positively related to political knowledge. 
Stated differently, aspects of structural inte-
gration among legal but not unauthorized 
 migrants will be more likely to mediate rela-
tionships between exposure and life- course dy-
namics in the new society on the one hand and 

1. Of course, the target population of the American National Election Studies (ANES) 2012 Time Series Study 
is citizens of voting age, most of whom are native-born, and whose knowledge of civics might be expected to 
exceed that of immigrants.
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the acquisition of political knowledge on the 
other.

data , Me aSuReS, and  
StR ategy of analySiS
To assess these ideas, we use data from the 
LINES. This survey was conducted in 2012 in 
two waves, one in the month leading up to the 
election in November, and one in the six weeks 
after the election. Through landline and cell 
phone interviews, the survey targeted adult im-
migrants from Spanish- speaking countries in 
Latin America, resulting in a sample size of 855 
in the preelection wave. The postelection wave 
involved interviews with 435 respondents from 
the first wave and 451 new ones, for a total of 
886. Most of the interviews were conducted in 
Spanish, and much of the survey instrument 
was identical to that of the 2012 American Na-
tional Election Study. The bulk of our analysis 
comes from the preelection wave, but the ques-
tion on knowledge of the actual unemploy-
ment rate comes from the postelection wave.

We measure specific political knowledge by 
answers to two civics questions and two broad 
general economic and political knowledge 
questions. The latter asked about the national 
level of unemployment and how much it had 
recently changed. The former asked about how 
many terms a president of the United States 
can serve and about the length of terms U.S 
senators serve. In all, 56.6 percent of the re-
spondents provided a correct answer to the 
presidential term question, but only 10.5 per-
cent did to the Senate term question. Only 4.9 
percent answered both questions correctly, so 
we coded civics knowledge as a dichotomous 
variable based on answering at least one ques-
tion correctly.2 In regard to knowledge about 
change in the unemployment rate, the respon-
dents were queried as to whether they thought 
the national unemployment rate had gotten 
better, gotten worse, or stayed the same over 

the previous year. Because the unemployment 
rate fell by 1 percentage point between October 
2011 and October 2012, from 8.8 percent to 7.8 
percent (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014), we 
again constructed a dichotomous variable, 
coding as accurate those who said that unem-
ployment had improved versus all other an-
swers. In this sample, 35.2 percent of respon-
dents correctly indicated that unemployment 
had gotten better. On the question about exact 
knowledge of the unemployment rate, we ac-
cepted answers from 5 to 10 percent as knowl-
edgeable. In all, 9.5 percent of the sample knew 
the approximate unemployment rate.

We measure migration status based on in-
formation obtained in the LINES survey in re-
sponse to several questions. These include a 
question about naturalization, which was 
asked of everyone; a question asked of those 
who said no to the naturalization question 
about whether they “came with papers”; a 
question asked of those who said they did 
come with papers about whether “they had a 
green card now”; a question of those who did 
not come with papers about whether they  
“had a valid driver’s license” (this question was 
also asked of those who did not answer the 
naturalization or the “came with papers” ques-
tions); and a question of those who did not 
have a valid driver’s license about whether they 
had some other form of valid government 
 picture ID. Answers to the questions in this 
“decision tree” enabled all immigrants to be 
classified as either naturalized citizens, legal 
permanent residents (LPRs, often called green 
card holders), driver’s license or government 
picture ID immigrants, or unauthorized immi-
grants. We assume the driver’s license immi-
grants have valid visas because in 2012 every 
state except New Mexico and Washington re-
quired verification to obtain such a license; 
Utah offered a driving privilege card (Wang 
2013). This category also includes immigrants 

2. Our measure of general political knowledge has three levels: no knowledge, knowledge of one political term 
requirement, or knowledge of both presidential term limits and the length of Senate terms. Here we collapse 
the knowledge category into a binary variable of no knowledge versus knowledge of at least one set of term 
requirements. Less than 5 percent of the sample could answer both questions, and when we estimate ordered 
logit models to allow effects to operate across all three values, these do not yield improvements in fit to the binary 
logit model. The ordered logit models predict virtually no cases in the category “knowing both kinds of term 
limits.” We conclude that we do not lose relevant information by combining the categories.
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who say they possess a valid government- 
issued picture identification (see figure 1).

As expected, the civics knowledge score 
(percentage knowing the answer to at least one 
question) for naturalized citizens (71.5 percent) 
exceeds those for all of the other migration sta-
tus groups (table 1), green card (60.5 percent) 
and driver’s license holders (63.3 percent) 
showing similar percentages. Most signifi-
cantly, only about half as many of the unau-
thorized migrants (35.5 percent) could answer 
at least one of the questions correctly. On ac-
curacy of knowledge of the change in the un-

employment rate over the past year, however, 
unauthorized immigrants show a higher per-
centage (40.2) than any of the legal groups (33.8 
percent combined). This difference for an 
 indicator of politically relevant labor market 
knowledge is consistent with the idea that, 
 although immigrants may be subject to 
membership- exclusion forces that cut off their 
access to many sources of structural opportu-
nity and general knowledge about civics, their 
awareness of those features of their political 
or economic context most salient to their rea-
sons for migrating (such as the change in the 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on preelection survey questions from McCann and Jones-Correa 
2012.
aNaturalized = Everyone who is naturalized.
bGreen Card = Everyone who is not naturalized but who came with papers and now has legal perma-
nent residency.
cGovernment ID = Everyone who is neither naturalized nor holds legal permanent residency but who 
holds either a valid driver’s license or some other form of government picture identification.
dUnauthorized = Everyone else.

Figure 1. Categorization of Migration or Citizenship Status
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unemployment rate) can exceed that of legal 
immigrants. This is consistent with other re-
search on specific awareness among unauthor-
ized Mexicans of political issues directly rele-
vant to their lives. For example, Carole Uhlaner 
(1996) finds that in 1994, 98 percent of Mexican 
immigrants lacking citizenship, versus 89 per-
cent of Mexican American citizens, knew about 
Proposition 187, the ballot initiative in Califor-
nia to bar unauthorized migrants from access 
to social services.

We also include three other kinds of vari-
ables in the statistical models predicting 
 political knowledge. The first set consists of in-
dicators of socio- structural incorporation—ed-
ucation (as measured by years of schooling com-
pleted), household income (as measured 
annually in thousands of dollars), and prefer-
ence for speaking English at home (scored on a 
6- point scale). These variables indicate levels of 
structural incorporation, specifically economic 
incorporation. Based on the membership- 
exclusion theoretical considerations intro-
duced earlier, we expect these to covary among 
LPR and citizen immigrants, both with each 
other and with political incorporation, in the 
cases of general and particular indicators of 
political knowledge (that is, by civics knowl-
edge and by the accuracy of knowledge of 
change in the unemployment rate).

The second set of variables consists of two 
temporal exposure measures. One is the length 
of time the immigrant has been in the country. 
According to classic assimilation theory, the 
greater the exposure, the greater the political 
knowledge, both specific and general (Alba 
and Nee 2003). The second measure is youthful 
age of arrival. Viewed through a life- course 
lens, the younger a person is at arrival, the 
stronger the effect of exposure and the greater 
the integration (Gubernskaya, Bean, and Van 
Hook 2013). To tap this aspect of integration, 
we looked at seventy- five minus age of arrival.3 
Again, membership- exclusion theoretical ex-
pectations would expect these variables to vary 
positively with political knowledge and with 

structural indicators of incorporation among 
LPR and naturalized citizen immigrants but 
not unauthorized migrants. The third indica-
tor is gender, which we simply include as a con-
trol variable. Although women show similar or 
lower levels of political knowledge than men, 
these do not vary by migration status.

The core of the membership exclusion hy-
pothesis is that unauthorized migration status 
precludes (or at least severely limits) other 
kinds of incorporation except sociocultural 
facets. Accordingly, we expect unauthorized 
immigrants to have much less political civics 
knowledge than legal and naturalized immi-
grants, and for relationships among indicators 
of integration for the unauthorized to be weak 
and not explain much variation in political 
knowledge. In other words, with the possible 
exception of simple duration, which consti-
tutes a strictly temporal measure of exposure, 
we expect other indicators—education, in-
come, English, and life- course accentuation—
not to matter much for political knowledge 
among unauthorized migrants. Thus, in the 
analyses, we first examine the zero- order and 
adjusted effects of migration status on the po-
litical knowledge indicators for all migrants. 
We then run a series of regression models sep-
arately for the group we call legal immigrants 
(ID holders, LPRs, and naturalized citizens) on 
the one hand and for unauthorized migrants 
on the other to ascertain whether structural 
and exposure factors explain knowledge varia-
tion more so among those with legal standing 
than among those without it. The differences 
in the patterns implied by the hypotheses are 
shown in figure 2.

eMpiRical findingS
We have already seen that civics political 
knowledge for the unauthorized is dispropor-
tionately below that for legal migrants (see ta-
ble 1). Only 35.5 percent of the unauthorized 
correctly answer either of the two civics knowl-
edge questions (the maximum number of 
terms a president can serve and the length of 

3. This numerical transposition brings into alignment the direction of any observed statistical relationship with 
the direction expected by theory. In this case, the expectation is that longer durations starting from youthful 
ages will result in additional positive effects on incorporation beyond that of simply duration, so we make the 
transposition to show this effect working in a positive direction.
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Senate term). Also, unauthorized immigrants 
fall notably below the other groups in how long 
they have been in the country, years of school-
ing, income, and English preference (see table 
2). For example, unauthorized migrants report 
only 9.3 years of schooling on average com-
pared with 11.1 years for the naturalized, and 
annual household incomes below $20,000 
compared with the naturalized, whose house-
hold incomes are almost 60 percent higher 
($31,400). However, in regard to knowledge of 
change in unemployment, the unauthorized 
are more aware of current unemployment 
trends than the other groups (40.2 percent 
knew the rate had dropped versus 33.8 percent 
for the legal and naturalized immigrants com-
bined). As we noted earlier, knowledge of 
changes in the unemployment rate, though 
plausibly a particularly politically relevant in-
dicator that taps into political incorporation, 
seems especially salient for unauthorized Mex-
ican migrants, who are quintessential labor 
migrants (Bean and Stevens 2003; Bachmeier 
and Bean 2011). Thus, better knowledge of un-
employment in their case may mostly reflect 
heightened sensitivity to labor market condi-

tions, a not surprising tendency. Our conjec-
ture that knowledge of unemployment fluctu-
ations might vary in a direction opposite to 
their knowledge of civics is thus borne out. If 
such knowledge reflects unauthorized status 
and perhaps also potential for collective po-
litical action, we would not expect this indica-
tor to necessarily show much relationship with 
other variables.

Legal and unauthorized immigrants differ 
in temporal exposure and other indicators of 
structural integration. We can see this clearly 
in table 3. For example, the group we term le-
gals has more years of schooling (10.3 on aver-
age) than unauthorized migrants (9.3 on aver-
age). They also report greater annual household 
income, longer durations in the United States, 
but not younger ages at arrival. In addition, 
they also score higher on preferences for 
speaking English at home (or for those in the 
postelection wave of the survey, greater com-
fort in speaking English). We also present in 
table 3 the intercorrelations for legal immi-
grants compared with those for unauthorized 
immigrants. When these are examined sepa-
rately (in the bottom two panels), we see that 

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: For legal immigrants, structural integration mediates effects of exposure on political knowledge. 
For the unauthorized, structural integration does not mediate effects of exposure on political knowl-
edge.

Figure 2. Hypothesized Relationships Between Exposure and Political Knowledge
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aspects of structural integration (education, 
income, and preference for English at home 
for legal immigrants) show tendencies to relate 
positively and significantly to one another and 
to political civics knowledge (middle panel). 
That is, they tend to reflect positive integration 
dynamics. They also relate positively to expo-
sure measures, which is also consistent with 
integration dynamics. For unauthorized immi-
grants, however, hardly any correlations among 
indicators are significant, mostly those that in-
volve exposure measures. In short, the exclu-
sion dynamics impinging on unauthorized im-
migrants limit their progress to such a degree 
across all values of these variables that indica-
tors of exposure, structural integration, and 
political knowledge do not interconnect much 
with one another.

We next report differences in civics knowl-
edge across all of the migration status catego-
ries (unauthorized immigrants, ID immigrants, 
LPRs, and the naturalized) by successively esti-
mating logistic regressions of political knowl-
edge on the categories (with a dummy variable 
for ID immigrants omitted from the equation, 
making this group the reference category), fol-
lowed by models including sets of selected con-
trol variables (see table 4). Without adjusting 
for other factors (column 1), the migration sta-
tus categories show the expected direction and 
magnitude of relationships with political civics 
knowledge. For example, naturalized Latino 
immigrants are 46 percent more likely than ID 
immigrants (as indicated by an odds ratio of 
1.46) to know either the number or the length 

of presidential or Senate terms, ID and green 
card holders not being significantly different 
from one another. Unauthorized migrants, 
however, are 68 percent less likely than ID 
holders to possess such knowledge, a highly 
statistically significant difference. In short, 
consistent with the membership- exclusion hy-
pothesis, unauthorized immigrants are dispro-
portionately less likely to show civic awareness 
than legal immigrants.

The different migration status categories, 
however, include persons who have spent vary-
ing lengths of time in the country and come at 
younger ages. When we include the number of 
years in the United States in the models (col-
umn 2), we see as expected that it is positively 
and significantly related to political civics 
knowledge. More important, it reduces the size 
of the naturalization status difference, lower-
ing it by about one- third, from 46 percent above 
that of ID holders to 20 percent above, a re-
maining difference that is not statistically sig-
nificant. In other words, once we take into ac-
count that naturalized citizens have lived 
longer in the country, their level of political civ-
ics knowledge and those of the other legal 
groups are no longer significantly different 
from each other. By contrast, the deficit for un-
authorized immigrants remains quite large (63 
percent below that of the ID holders). Includ-
ing both duration and youthful arrival in the 
models (column 4) does not change this pat-
tern. Neither does adding indicators of struc-
tural integration (columns 5 and 6). Whether 
we include income by itself, or income, educa-

Table 2. Means for Exposure, Structural Variables, and Gender

Migration-
Citizenship Status

Duration in 
United 
States

Youthful 
Arrivala

Household 
Income 
($000s)

Years of 
Schooling

Preference 
for English 
at Homeb

Gender 
(Female)

Gets 
Political 
News via 

TVc

A. Naturalized 28.5 53.7 31.4 11.1 2.2 0.44 3.1
B. Green card 18.5 50.2 29.7 11.0 2.0 0.55 2.8
C. Driver’s license 20.3 53.3 21.8 9.1 2.0 0.46 2.7
D. Unauthorized 13.7 51.3 19.7 9.3 1.8 0.57 2.5

Source: Authors’ compilation based on McCann and Jones-Correa 2012.
aDefined as seventy-five minus age of arrival in the United States.
b1 to 5 scale
c0 to 5 scale 
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tion, and preferring to speak English at home 
all at once, the deficit in unauthorized political 
knowledge remains large. However, these fac-
tors do explain the differences in civics knowl-
edge among the groups of legal immigrants. As 
membership- exclusion theoretical consider-
ations would suggest, the major divide in both 
level and pattern of political knowledge occurs 
between unauthorized and legal immigrants.

We also estimate models analyzing aware-
ness of unemployment and changes in unem-
ployment. As noted, this indicator represents 
politically relevant knowledge about the state 
of the labor market for unauthorized immi-
grants. In fact, the strongest awareness among 
Latino immigrants of the direction of recent 
trends in the strength of the labor market 
emerges for the group most likely to be labor 
migrants, namely the unauthorized (table 5, 
left side). In all of the logistic regression mod-
els, such migrants show a tendency to display 
greater accuracy of unemployment change 
than the legal groups, though not to a large 
enough degree to reach statistical significance 
compared with those holding government IDs, 
but it is significant when compared with all of 
the legal groups combined. The two migration- 
status groups one would expect to enjoy the 

most secure levels of immigrant integration in 
the country, the naturalized and the LPRs, are 
the least likely to know the recent direction of 
unemployment in the United States, reflecting 
perhaps that their life situations depend less 
on such matters. However, this tendency on 
their part is not statistically significant in ei-
ther case. Also interesting is that the exclusion 
of the unauthorized from opportunities for 
structural advancement in the country appears 
not to affect their knowledge of the actual 
strength of the labor market (table 5, right 
side), though they are sensitive to whether the 
labor market is changing. This finding is con-
sistent with research showing that unauthor-
ized potential labor migrants in Mexico are 
well aware of the prospects of finding work in 
the United States (Massey et al. 1987).

Theoretical expectations based on consid-
eration of membership exclusion suggest not 
only that unauthorized Mexican immigrants 
will show considerably less general political 
civics knowledge than legal immigrants, but 
also that they will experience substantially less 
structural integration. These dynamics imply 
for unauthorized migrants that measures of 
structural integration (for example, measures 
of English usage, education, and income) will 

Table 4. Logistic Regressions of General Political Knowledge on Variables

Independent Variables

Models (Odds Ratios)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Migration-citizenship status
Naturalized 1.46* 1.20 1.45* 1.20 1.10 0.95 0.94
Green card 0.89 0.93 0.91 0.93 0.85 0.78 0.78
Government ID (omitted) — — — — — — —
Unauthorized 0.32*** 0.37*** 0.32*** 0.37*** 0.38*** 0.39*** 0.39***

Years in United States 1.02** 1.02** 1.02** 1.03** 1.03**
Youthful age of arrival 1.01 1.00 1.00 0.99 0.99
Household income ($000s) 1.01* 1.01† 1.01†
Years of education 1.06** 1.06**
English preference at home 1.08 1.08
Gender (female) 0.90 0.90
Gets political news from TV 1.06

Chi2 65.47*** 73.86*** 65.71*** 73.86*** 81.12*** 93.25*** 94.15***
N 853 853 853 853 853 853 853

Source: Authors’ compilation based on McCann and Jones-Correa 2012.
Two-tailed: †p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d at i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s



 m i g r a t i o n  s t a t u s  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  K n o w l e d g e  3 5

show little if any relationship with political civ-
ics knowledge, with each other, or with mea-
sures of exposure (such as how long people 
have been in the country or how young they are 
when they arrive). In fact, when we examine all 
of these relationships in series of nested regres-
sion models like those previously examined, 
but now for authorized and unauthorized im-
migrants separately, we see that this is decid-
edly the case (see table 6, bottom panel). We 
also pooled these groups and ran models test-
ing for the statistical significance of the effect 
on general civics knowledge of the interaction 
between legal status and structural integration 
(the latter measured by a composite socioeco-
nomic status variable combining education, 
income, and English proficiency). As expected, 
the interaction effect was positive and statisti-
cally significant, indicating that different pat-
terns of incorporation relationships character-
ize legal and unauthorized immigrants. Among 

unauthorized immigrants, scarcely any expo-
sure or structural factors show any relationship 
with knowledge of political civics, the one ex-
ception being temporal exposure, or the longer 
the immigrants have been here. This is not 
really surprising, because the simple passage 
of time inevitably results in acquisition of 
some familiarity with aspects of the environ-
ment. However, because unauthorized status 
curtails access to structural integration, spe-
cific aspects of such integration fail to emerge 
either singly or in combination with each other, 
with the result that they show little covariation.

This contrasts sharply with the patterns 
among the categories of legal immigrants, 
where both length of time in the country and 
facets of structural integration reveal positive 
relationships with the extent of political civics 
knowledge (table 6, top panel). The results for 
authorized immigrants thus in large measure 
conform with the model of political knowledge 

Table 5. Logistic Regressions of Knowledge of Unemployment Measures on Variables

Independent Variables

Models (Odds Ratios)

Knows Change in 
Unemployment Rate

Knows Actual 
Unemployment Rate

1 2 3 1 2 3

Migration-citizenship status
A. Naturalized 0.87 0.84 0.80 1.14 0.82 0.84
B. Green card 0.72 0.71 0.71 0.30** 0.25** 0.24
C. Government ID (omitted) — — — — —
D. Unauthorized 1.11 1.16 1.19 0.82 0.88 0.89

Years in United States 1.00 0.99 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.00
Youthful age of arrival 0.99 0.99 0.99 1.01 1.00 1.00
Household income ($000s) 1.01† 1.01† 1.00 1.01
Years of education 0.99 0.98 1.08* 1.08*
Englisha 0.98 0.97 0.84 0.84
Gender (female) 0.68* 0.68* 0.60* 0.61*
Gets political news from TVb 1.24** 0.81†

Chi2 6.12 17.86* 29.76** 11.04† 28.61** 32.00***
N 853 853 853 870 870 870

Source: Authors’ compilation based on McCann and Jones-Correa 2012.
aIn the preelection survey, respondents were asked whether they preferred to use English at home. In the 
postelection survey, they were asked how comfortable they were speaking English.
bIn the preelection survey, respondents were asked whether they got political news from television. In the 
postelection survey, they were asked how many programs on the election they had watched. 
Two-tailed: †p < .10; *p < .05; ** p < .01; ***p < .001
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that Michael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter for-
mulated (1996). We see that women are less 
knowledgeable than men in general about civ-
ics matters, this difference coming about both 
through relationships between gender and 
other variables (especially education), al-
though gender retains some of its own effect 
controlling for these (a pattern Delli Carpini 
and Keeter term a socialization effect). They 
also observe major effects on political knowl-
edge through the structural positions individ-
uals occupy in society (indicated here by edu-
cation, English preference, and income). The 
results for Latino legal immigrants also show 
these patterns. We also find effects of both ex-
posure and youthful arrival, the latter operat-
ing to enhance exposure effects.

Delli Carpini and Keeter also suggest that 
mediating effects on political knowledge may 

result from media exposure. Immigrants with 
more favorable structural positions have more 
access to media and thus more political knowl-
edge. We would not expect such relationships 
here for unauthorized immigrants, again be-
cause of their minimal structural integration as 
a result of membership exclusion. But such a 
pattern might emerge among legal immigrants. 
We test for this by constructing a simple model 
involving exposure, structural, and behavioral 
(media usage) effects on political knowledge. 
We estimate logistic regressions for these con-
nections consistent with an overall recursive set 
of relationships among the sets of variables (see 
table 7). We also use for these the results of the 
logistic regressions of political knowledge on 
media usage and other variables shown in 
model 6 of table 6,4 simplifying the structural 
effects by showing results for a simple compos-

4. We determine an effect by simply assessing the statistical significance of the relationship. If it is notable in 
this sense, we depict its association in figure 3 by an arrow in the diagram running from the independent to the 
dependent variable.

Table 6. Logistic Regressions of General Political Knowledge on Variables

Structural and Control 
Characteristics

Models (Odds Ratios)

1 2 3 4 5 6

Legal migrants
Years in United States 1.02** 1.02* 1.02* 1.03** 1.02**
Youthful age of arrival 1.02 1.01 1.01 1.00 1.00
Household income ($000s) 1.02** 1.01** 1.01*
Years of education 1.07** 1.07**
English preference at home 1.04 1.04
Gender (female) 0.98 0.98
Get political news from TV 1.05

Chi2 7.59** 2.02 8.37* 18.12*** 29.67*** 30.07***

Unauthorized migrants
Years in United States 1.09** 1.10** 1.10** 1.10** 1.01**
Youthful age of arrival 0.97 0.95† 0.95† 0.95† 0.95†
Household income ($000s) 0.99 0.98 0.98
Years of education 1.00 1.00
English preference at home 1.37 1.33
Gender (female) 0.67 0.68
Get political news from TV 1.11

Chi2 11.20*** 1.70 14.45** 14.95*** 19.08*** 19.58***

Source: Authors’ compilation based on McCann and Jones-Correa 2012.
Two-tailed: †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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ite structural variable.5 We find that authorized 
immigrants in fact show some tendency for 
structural position to influence political knowl-
edge, but this does not operate much through 

greater access to and reliance on TV news. 
Rather, the structural factor exerts its own 
(small) direct effect on political knowledge.

The mediating effect is not large because 

Table 7. Regressions for Mediating Variables and Antecedent Characteristics

Legal and Naturalized Immigrants Unauthorized Immigrants

Antecedent Variablesa

Structural 
Composite

Political 
News on 

TV
Political 

Knowledgeb

Structural 
Composite

Political 
News on 

TV
Political 

Knowledgeb

Years in United States 0.01† 0.02** 1.02* 0.02 0.01 1.10**
Youthful arrival 0.02** –0.01 1.01 0.02 –0.02† 0.95†
Structural — 0.07* 1.19** — 0.16** 1.02
Gets political news on TV — — 1.08 — — 1.12

Constant –1.22** 2.85*** 0.784* –1.20 3.73*** 1.54
R2 0.053 0.025 0.038 0.015 0.074 0.117
Chi2 18.183** 17.191**
N 660 660 660 193 193 193

Source: Authors’ compilation based on McCann and Jones-Correa 2012.
aGender is included as an antecedent variable, but coefficients are omitted.
bThese are odds ratios. Because political knowledge is a binary variable, we ran logistic regressions in 
this case and present the Nagelkerke R2. 

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Figure 3. Relationships Among Variables

A. Legal (naturalized, green card, or government identification)

B. Unauthorized

Years in United States

Young arrival

Structural

Political knowledge

Political knowledge

Political news on TV

Years in United States

Young arrival

Structural

+
+

+

+

+

+

−

+

News on TV

5. The composite variable combines z-scores for preferring English at home and income. We do not include 
education because its relationship with other variables is distorted because for Mexican immigrants, it captures 
both schooling effects and birth cohort effects, which often work in opposite directions.
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the effect of TV news on political knowledge, 
though positive, is not statistically significant. 
We present pictorial representations of these 
relationships, for both the groups of legal im-
migrants and the group of unauthorized im-
migrants, in figure 3. For the legal immigrants, 
interlocking associations among exposure, 
structural, and behavioral mediating variables 
are extensive, as is clear from the many con-
nections in the diagram and as we would ex-
pect among immigrants whose migration sta-
tus leaves them relatively unfettered in the 
pursuit and experience of immigrant incorpo-
ration dynamics. Among the unauthorized im-
migrants, by contrast, scarcely any connec-
tions among these factors emerge. Again this 
is what we would expect given the strictures 
imposed on incorporation opportunities by 
what we term membership exclusion.

concluSionS and policy 
iMplicationS
Overall, these findings are consistent with ex-
pectations. Unauthorized Latino immigrants 
show significantly lower levels of political 
knowledge than LPRs, those with driver’s li-
censes or official picture IDs, and the natural-
ized. More important, this difference holds up 
when even controls are introduced for ex-
posure (quantity and quality of time in the 
country) and various kinds of structural incor-
poration. In short, those subject to severe 
membership exclusion distinctively lack polit-
ical knowledge relative to other kinds of im-
migrants. Structural controls explain differ-
ences in political knowledge within the groups 
of legal immigrants (the LPRs, ID holders, and 
the naturalized) but do not account for the 
lower political knowledge of the unauthorized. 
Moreover, forms of structural integration often 
mediate the effects of exposure on political 
knowledge acquisition for legal immigrants 
but not for the unauthorized, further illustrat-
ing mechanisms by which membership exclu-
sion leads to severe disadvantages in the usual 
kinds of individual- level political incorpora-
tion. However, unauthorized migrants, pre-
cisely because their status makes them ineli-
gible for conventional political activity, may 
find recourse in collective action, as evidenced 
by the mass protests in 2006 to proposed leg-

islation to criminalize their presence in the 
country, and by the Justice for Janitors cam-
paigns throughout the country during the 
1990s and 2000s and the janitors strike in Los 
Angeles at around the same time. The height-
ened awareness of changes in the unemploy-
ment rate observed here among the unauthor-
ized is consistent with the possibility that 
factors that directly affect the lives of unau-
thorized migrants can spark collective pro-
tests, such actions being perhaps a sole outlet 
for political expression. This would be consis-
tent with the findings later in this issue by Da-
vid Sears, Felix Zavala, and Vanessa Danbold, 
who observed that unauthorized migrants are 
less attached to political parties.

What are the policy options for dealing with 
the stifling effects of membership exclusion? 
Here we have demonstrated them only for the 
case of political knowledge, but they are in re-
ality broader and perhaps even more harmful, 
and likely to grow larger. What can be done? 
At present, unauthorized migrants have few 
pathways to legalization and wait years in line 
even when a pathway is available. Without im-
migration reform, a greater proportion of 
 today’s unauthorized population will remain 
excluded longer, and under harsher circum-
stances, than their predecessors who came in 
the 1960s and 1970s. If the United States pro-
vides no pathways to legalization, or if it insti-
tutes difficult or punitive pathways (those that 
include long wait times, large fines for having 
been unauthorized, sizable fees for legalizing, 
or prohibitively high thresholds that discour-
age applications), the size of the group will 
grow because of the relatively smaller number 
of natives available to do less- skilled work 
(Bean et al. 2014). And growth of the unauthor-
ized population would lead to the persistence 
of educational and other disadvantages for La-
tino immigrants and their families.
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