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Even though Seattle’s foreign-
born population has grown each 
year, immigrant communities do 
not register to vote or vote at 
the same rates as other Seattle 
residents.

The Task Force was convened in 
2013 to identify, analyze, and 
address the issues that affect 
civic and political participation 
by immigrant communities.



Task Force Recommendations

1. Improve civic engagement of immigrant communities. 
(Seattle Votes Campaign)

2. Address the language needs of new American voters.

3. Ensure that neighborhoods with high concentrations of 
immigrants have readily accessible ballot drop boxes.

4. Advocate on behalf of immigrant communities.

5. Develop and fund comprehensive civic education for 
new Americans.



• There was a lack of existing 
data to help us understand 
barriers to civic engagement.

• Seattle Votes is one of the 
largest surveys examining voter 
registration, voting, and civic 
engagement of immigrants.

• Findings will inform how we 
improve voter registration, 
voting rates, and elections 
knowledge in immigrant and 
refugee communities.

Seattle Votes Survey



• 13 languages

• 5,566 responses 
• 4,238 (81.1%) paper surveys

• 988 (18.9%) completed online

• 109 Seattle Votes Partners

Amharic

Arabic

Chinese (Traditional)

Cambodian/Khmer

English

Filipino/Tagalog

Indonesian

Korean
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• Not a random 
sampling.

• Utilized a community 
organizing model .

• OIRA’s bilingual staff 
had deep relationships 
in community.

• “Face-to-face” 
approach worked best.



130 countries and territories were 
represented in the survey.

These 6 national origin groups constituted 66% of the sample.



WHAT  WE  LEARNED



Almost half the respondents 
did not know how and 

where to register to vote.



54% were registered to vote. 

But…68% of Mexican and Chinese respondents said
they were currently not eligible to register to vote.



A lack of information was the main reason
given for not registering to vote.



Language presents a
significant barrier.



Lack of English proficiency is
a barrier to voter registration.



A lack of information on the election and candidates in their 
language of origin increased the probability of non-voting.

Only about 1/3 said it was “very easy” to find information
about the candidates and the election in their preferred language.



Language isolation impacts
feelings of community empowerment.



Ethnic media plays an important
role in reducing isolation and

engaging immigrants and refugees.



Access to ethnic media varied
across different immigrant groups.

Mexican and Vietnamese survey-takers
were the highest consumers of ethnic media.



Ethnic media plays a key role in reducing isolation.

Limited English proficiency increases feelings of powerlessness. Yet Mexicans,
who have the highest rates of linguistic isolation felt the highest levels of

empowerment. Access to ethnic media may explain this paradox.



• Asian American

• East African

• Latino

Seattle Votes  Reports by Community



Asian American Community Report

Highlights



The internet is the top source of information on politics.

Asian American Community



Asian American Community

Almost half stated they never vote in state and local elections.



A majority stated they had not been contacted
by a candidate, party, or other organization.

Asian American Community



East African Community Report

Highlights



East African respondents report a lack of empowerment.

East African Community



Engaging in a child’s education is a
primary focus for civic engagement.

East African Community



Few are contacted by political groups or candidates to vote.

East African Community



Latino Community Report

Highlights



The internet and television (both in-language and English)
are the top sources of information on politics.

Latino Community



Engaging in a child’s education is a
primary focus for civic engagement.

Latino Community



Most Latinos queried reported feeling a sense of agency.

Latino Community



RECOMMENDATIONS



Recommendations (All)

• Full census count campaign.

• Promote civic education, particularly about the role of government.

 Adult basic civics education

• Expand partnerships and use a relational framework to promote civic 
engagement.

 Co-hosting ballot parties

 Annual civic engagement summits

 Deputy registrar system

• Research impact of electoral reforms that promote more engagement.
 Ranked-choice voting?
 Multi-member districts?
 Eliminate odd year elections?



Recommendations

Research how Asian Americans use the 
internet to understand public affairs.

Asian American

Support the development of more East 
African ethnic media outlets.

East African

Support the development of more 
digital content for public affairs.

Latino



VOTER  REGISTRATION  PILOT



Candidates, political parties, or other organizations
did not contact non-English speakers.



Theory
Could we match or exceed the industry average for direct mail response if 
we accounted for language and relationship with the City?



• Develop direct mail piece to 1,572 individuals with City of Seattle logo 
under Cuc’s name, pre-filled voter registration form, and registration 
instructions in 9 languages.

• Not enough phone numbers to test the impact of a robo call or live call.

Methodology



Results
• 5 percent return rate, 

equaling the industry 
average of 3–5 percent.

• Return rate could have been 
higher if we had been able to 
include a robo and live call.



• Community briefing in May to share the results of 
Seattle Votes and to thank our partners.

• Position Seattle as a leading city on immigrant civic 
engagement.

• Review near-term opportunities, including voter 
registration.

Next 
Steps



Thank you! Questions?

Cuc Vu, Director
cuc.vu@seattle.gov
(206) 233-3886


