
1

Recent Trends in Puerto Rican Electoral  
and Civic Engagement in the United States

ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION
As Figure 1 shows, the voter turnout of Puerto Ricans and 
other Latinos in the United States is substantially lower 
than it is for the population as a whole, ranging between 
13 and 18 percentage points lower in the elections held 
between 2000 and 2014. Most voters in 
the United States turn out to vote at higher 
rates in Presidential elections than in mid-
term (i.e, Congressional) elections, and 
this is the case for Puerto Ricans and other 
Latinos as well.

But the difference in turnout among Puer-
to Ricans and other Latinos relative to all 
voters as a whole is larger in mid-term 
elections than they are in Presidential 
elections. In fact, among Puerto Ricans, 
the voter turnout gap has narrowed over 
the course of the previous three Presiden-
tial electoral cycles (i.e., 2004, 2008, and 
2012), decreasing from a nearly 17 per-

centage points difference in 2004 to a 9 percentage points 
difference in 2012 (See Figure 2). 

This narrowing difference is driven by the steady increase 
in Puerto Rican turnout in Presidential elections. Turnout 
among Puerto Ricans increased in every election Presi-
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Hispanic whites and blacks), but they are  
comparable to those of other Latinos. 

70

60

50

40

30

20
2000* 2002 2004* 2006 2008* 2010 2012* 2014

puerto ricans non-hispanics hispanics        total

These facts are not new, but rather they follow a decades-long 
pattern (Fraga et al. 2010; De La Garza et al. 1992; Calvo and 
Rosenstone 1989; Vargas-Ramos 2003). At the same time, recent 
data on political participation show signs of increased involvement 
in the electoral spheres among Puerto Ricans. The present brief 
provides some recent information confirming a discernable trend, 
but also raises questions about standing concerns for Puerto 
Rican political involvement.

Figure 1. Turnout in U.S. Elections, 2000–2014 (Percentages)

* Presidential Elections
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 
November 2004–2014.
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dential election between 2000 and 2012, ranging from a 
low of 45.7 percent of the eligible population in 2000, to 47 
percent in 2004 and 49.7 percent in 2008, to 52.7 percent 
in 2012 (See Figure 3).

The trend is also evident in turnout during Congressional 
elections. The difference in voter turnout was 19 percent-
age points in 2002 declining to about 16 percentage points 
in 2010 and 2014. However, the pattern is more inconsis-

tent than it is in Presidential elections. Turnout increased 
from 26.9 percent in 2002 to 29.7 percent in 2006. But then 
it remained at 29.6 percent in 2010, and then dropped to 
25.4 percent in 2014 (See Figure 4).

There are two immediate concerns evident in these pat-
terns of turning out to vote in federal elections in the 
United States among Puerto Ricans. First is the gap that 
exists in the participation of Puerto Ricans in these elec-

Figure 2. Difference in Turnout Between Puerto Ricans and the Population as a Whole (Percentage)

Figure 3. Puerto Rican Turnout in U.S. Presidential Elections, 2000–2012 (Percentage)

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012
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tions relative to the rate of participation of the population 
as a whole and some ethnic/racial groups in particular 
(e.g., non-Hispanic whites). Secondly, it is the fact that 
Puerto Rican turnout is halved during Congressional 
elections relative to their rate of participation in Presi-
dential elections.

Both of these concerns have implications for Puerto Ri-
can electoral influence and general political power in the 
political system in the United States. Lower rates of par-
ticipation at elections limits the effective influence that 
Puerto Ricans as a group have on elected officials. This 
diminished influence is exacerbated when turnout is low-
er in off-year elections, when Congressional and many 
state-level positions are subject to election.

MEASURING VOTER TURNOUT

The rates of electoral participation reported herein were 
calculated based on the number of people who reported to 
have voted in the election year in question, divided by the 
total population that is eligible to vote because they are 
18 years of age and older and are U.S. citizens (i.e., the 
citizen voting-age population [CVAP]). However, electoral 
participation is often measured in terms of the percentage 

of people registered to vote that in fact turns out to vote on 
elections day. By this alternative measure, turnout rates 
do not appear to be as low whether for the total popula-
tion in general or for Puerto Ricans in particular. In fact, 
using registered voters as the frame of reference shows 
that turnout ranged from 86 percent and 90 percent for 
the general population between 2000 and 2012, instead 
of ranging between 59 percent and 63 percent when us-
ing the citizen, voting-age population. For Puerto Ricans, 
turnout ranged between 77 percent and 83 percent of reg-
istered voters for the same election periods, instead of 45 
percent and 52 percent of the citizen, voting-age popula-
tion (See Figure 5).

Using registered voter as frame of reference also indicates 
that the difference in turnout between Puerto Ricans and 
the population as a whole narrows, compared with turnout 
using the eligible population. When comparing Puerto Ri-
can turnout with that of the eligible population as a whole 
between 2000 and 2012, the difference ranged between 9 
and 16 percentage points lower, as indicated above. How-
ever, when using voter turnout on the basis of registered 
voters, the difference in Puerto Rican turnout relative to 
the turnout of the population as a whole ranged between 3 

Figure 4. Puerto Rican Turnout in U.S. Congressional Elections, 2002–2014 (Percentage)

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2002-2014
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Figure 5. Turnout Rates in U.S. Presidential Elections by Alternative Methods (Percentages)

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012

Figure 6. Difference in Puerto Rican Voter Turnout from total Population in U.S. Presidential  
Elections by Eligibile Population and Registered Voter

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012
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and 8 percentage points lower (See Figure 6).

THE CHALLENGES: VOTER REGISTRATION,  
VOTING IN CONGRESSIONAL ELECTIONS 

These data therefore indicate that the biggest obstacle for 
Puerto Rican electoral participation resides in the larger 
percentage of the Puerto Rican population that is eligible to 
vote but does not do so because those potential Puerto Ri-
can voters are not registered to vote. Once registered Puer-
to Ricans are more likely to turnout to vote as a mobilizable 
group than if they were not registered; not simply because it 
is not possible to vote without being registered, but because 
of the higher cost involved in the two-step process of turning 
out to vote for those not already registered.

As a group that requires more resources to turn out be-
cause they need to take an additional step in the electoral 
participation process (i.e, registering to vote), Puerto Rican 
voters tend to be less attractive a subject of mobilization for 
political entrepreneurs seeking a base of support (i.e., po-
litical candidates). Therefore, it behooves organized groups 
and institutions within the Puerto Rican community to make 
the political investment to register eligible individuals to vote 
since political entrepreneurs and standing mainstream polit-
ical organizations are less likely to engage in the process of 
promoting voter registration.

While registering to vote is the biggest obstacle for greater 
Puerto Rican electoral participation, it is not the only one. 
Those Puerto Ricans who are registered to vote tend to be 
inconstant voters. Puerto Rican turnout in years when there 
was no Presidential election, but when the only races for 
federal positions were for members of Congress, and when 
many races for political office at the state-level and local-lev-
el take place, was much lower than when there were Presi-
dential elections. Turnout in these off-year elections did not 
exceed 30 percent of the Puerto Rican eligible population or 

57 percent of the Puerto Rican registered voters. The differ-
ence in Puerto Rican turnout in these elections compared 
to the turnout of the population as a whole ranged between 
16 and 19 percentage points lower relative to the citizen, 
voting-age population, or about 14 percentage points lower 
relative to registered voters.

These lower turnout rates among Puerto Ricans in off-year 
elections also contribute to make the Puerto Rican elector-
ate in the United States a relatively less attractive segment, 
which may only get attention of political entrepreneurs run-
ning for office or political parties running campaigns when po-
litical competition is high and political contests are close. In a 
political climate in which the number of races for Congressio-
nal seats that are competitive is very small, the likelihood that 
close-contests mobilization will take place is equally small. 
Under those circumstances the Puerto Rican electorate is 
unlikely to be mobilized to turn out to vote in great numbers. 

Therefore, in the absence of efforts by political parties or 
candidates to mobilize the Puerto Rican electorate, at-
tempts to make the Puerto Rican population a more salient 
segment of the electorate will tend to rely on the organiza-
tional resources within the group.

Voluntary associations are sites in which people are often 
socialized into civic involvement and mobilized to participate 
civically and politically (Verba et al. 1995; cf Hero 2007). As 
such, voluntary associations are an avenue for potential 
mobilization of the community in the absence or neglect of 
political institutions to do so. On this count, however, Puerto 
Ricans face another challenge. Puerto Ricans tend to exhibit 
lower rates of membership in voluntary association, limiting 
the impact that such organizational capacity may have on the 
group (See Table 1). By and large, Puerto Ricans reported 
levels of associational membership ten to fifteen percentage 
points lower than those of the population overall.

There are a variety of factors that account for Puerto Ri-

Membership in  
Voluntary associations 2009 2010 2011 2013

Total population 35.7 36.2 38.2 34.9

Puerto Ricans 20.9 22.9 23.1 24.7

Source: Current Population Survey, Civic Engagement Supplement, 2009-2013    

Table 1. Civic Engagement Measures among Puerto Ricans in the United States
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cans’ generally lower levels of political engagement and 
participation, which I have discussed elsewhere (Var-
gas-Ramos 2014). Among these factors are language bar-
riers, their youthfulness, their lower levels of educational 
attainment, their lower levels of income, their lower levels 
of membership in voluntary associations as noted, their 
shorter terms of residence in the country or the communi-
ties they settle in, the fewer prompts for participation they 
receive, institutional barriers to participation and system-
ic discrimination, among others (Calvo and Rosenstone 
1989; Hero 1992; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba 
et al. 1995; Diaz 1996; Garcia 1997; Nie et al. 1996; Var-
gas-Ramos 2003; DeSipio 2006; Cruz 2010; Garcia 2012). 
These factors all have independent effects over turning 
out to vote, but they also often interact with each other in 
ways that reinforce the generally lower level of turnout of 
Puerto Ricans in the United States relative to voters as a 
whole and non-Hispanic whites in particular.

Relative to the population as a whole and to non-Hispanic 
whites in particular, Puerto Ricans as a group tend to have 
lower levels of educational attainment as well as lower in-
come levels. These two characteristics in general tend to 
have a depressing effect on turnout, not only among Puer-
to Ricans, but among the electorate as a whole, since the 
system in the United States is one largely predicated on 
individual effort to participate in the electoral process. The 
mobilization effort that electoral institutions (e.g., political 
parties, political action committees, interest groups) exert 
tends to target voters of greater income levels and higher 
educational attainment, since these voters tend to be more 
inclined to participate to begin with, and therefore less like-
ly to need greater amount of resources to mobilize them. 
This mobilization dynamic reinforces a bias in the electoral 
system. Mobilizing electoral institutions will expand their ef-
fort to other groups not usually mobilized in instances when 
electoral contests are hard fought and closely contested. 

The number of electoral contests that abound in the Unit-
ed States in a four-year period also tends to depress the 
political participation of voters of relatively lower income 
levels and educational attainment, such as Puerto Ricans. 
Unlike elections in Puerto Rico, which tend to concentrate 
all elected position contests once every four years, with all 
the attendant attention that is paid and directed at those 
times, in the United States there are congressional elec-
tions every two years and Presidential elections every 
four (Falcón 1983). These federal elections may coincide 

with elections for elected position at the state level, but 
they do not always coincide with electoral contests at the 
municipal level. It is therefore not unusual for a voter to 
face elections every three years in a four-year period. This 
continued election process may discourage but the most 
committed and interested voter from turning out to vote.

Moreover, many elections, particularly those at the munic-
ipal level tend to involve contests for positions that voters 
may not know or may be uninterested in (e.g., surrogate 
court judge, county attorney, county clerk), increasing the 
likelihood of their abstention. Many elections, particularly 
at the municipal level, but also at the state level in some 
states, are conducted on a non-partisan basis, in which 
candidates for elected offices are not identified with a po-
litical party. This non-partisan nature of election removes 
information that many voters, particularly those of lower 
income and/or lower educational attainment, may use in 
order to cast a ballot. Straight ticket voting therefore is not 
available for voters in these jurisdictions. Other institution-
al barriers, such as purging voter rolls or challenging the 
eligibility of voters to cast a ballot, particularly when those 
are applied with discriminatory intent (Cruz 2010), have 
also affected the opportunities of Puerto Ricans to cast 
their vote or even the opportunity to register to voter.

PUERTO RICAN VOTERS: HETEROGENEITY AT WORK

In addition to these structural and institutional factors 
that affect Puerto Ricans in the aggregate, there are a 
number of characteristics that highlight the heterogene-
ity of the Puerto Rican electorate in the United States. 
I will briefly highlight four of them: birthplace, length of 
residence in the home, region of settlement and race 
(See Table 2). The majority of Puerto Ricans in the Unit-
ed States were born in the United States. Among those 
Puerto Ricans 18 years of age and older in 2012, 41.5 
percent was born in Puerto Rico, while 57 percent was 
born in one of the fifty states. However, birthplace did 
not appear to be a factor that distinguished Puerto Rican 
voters in the United States, since they reported turning 
out to vote in the same proportions in 2012. They voted 
in the same proportions as their proportions in the voting 
age population, regardless of birthplace.

The length of time a person had lived in their residence, 
however, did have an effect on turning out to vote. The 
longer Puerto Ricans lived in their homes, the greater the 
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proportion that reported voting in 2012. Puerto Ricans that 
had lived in their home less than one year represented 
nearly 16 percent of the voting eligible population, but only 
13 percent of those who reported they voted. In contrast, 
Puerto Ricans who had lived in their homes for five years 
or longer represented 38.5 percent of the those 18 years of 
age or older, but more than half (51.1%) of those who said 
they voted. This is a long-standing finding in the political 
science literature. What is concerning is the fact that Puer-
to Ricans tend to be a relatively mobile population. (The 
proportion of the overall population in the United States 

eligible to vote that reported residing in their home for less 
than one-year was 11.6 percent, or four percentage points 
lower than for Puerto Ricans. In contrast, more than half 
the overall U.S. population eligible to vote [54.4%] report-
ed residing in their homes for five years or longer.)

Given that mobility is a feature of the Puerto Rican pop-
ulation in the United States, along with its dispersion 
throughout the country, examining what the level of 
turnout is among Puerto Ricans according to the re-
gion of the country may be telling. Results for the 2012 
elections show that those Puerto Ricans who lived in 
the Northeast, where most Puerto Ricans live, report-
ed voting proportionately to their regional distribution 
among Puerto Ricans in the United States (about 53 
percent). Those Puerto Ricans living in the West and 
in the South reported voting at a slightly higher per-
centage than their proportions in the regional distribu-
tion, but not more than by one percent. However, those 
living in the Midwest reported voting 2.2 percentage 
points less.

The racial distribution of Puerto Ricans in the United 
States also shows slight variations. Those who identified 
as white represented 81.5 percent of the voting eligible 
population, but 79.9 percent of those who reported they 
voted in 2012.1 Puerto Ricans who identified as black were 
11.5 percent of the eligible population, but 12.8 percent of 
those reporting voting in the elections.

FLORIDA: A SNAPSHOT

Puerto Ricans in the United States have settled generally in 
political jurisdictions that are not very competitive at election 
time, whether at the local, county or state level. By and large 
these jurisdictions have tended to be dominated by one of 
the leading political parties, often times the Democratic 
party. Therefore, there has been little institutional incentive 
to target Puerto Ricans in those jurisdictions and mobilize 
them to vote beyond those that are already registered to 
vote and likely to vote without much prompting. However, 
the state of Florida presents an interesting contrast to the 
experience of most Puerto Ricans in the United States, at 
least insofar as U.S. Presidential elections are concerned. 
From the 2000 elections, when the results of the elections 
in Florida were determined by the U.S. Supreme Court, the 
margin of victory by the winning candidate for U.S. Presi-
dent has been razor thin. In 2008 the difference was less 

Characteristics 18 and 
Older

Reported 
Voters

52.8%
RACE
White only 81.5% 79.9%
Black only 11.5% 12.8%
Asian only 0.7% 0.9%
American Indian/Alaskan 1.4% 1.2%
Other 0.0% 0.0%
NATIVITY STATUS
Born in the US 57.1% 57.7%
Born in PR 41.5% 41.0%
Born Abroad to US Parents 1.0% 0.7%
Foreign Born, Naturalized 0.4% 0.6%
DURATION OF RESIDENCE
Less than 1 year 15.9% 12.9%
1-4 years 32.1% 34.6%
5 years or longer 38.5% 51.1%
Not Reported 13.5% 1.4%
Region
Northeast 53.4% 53.9%
Midwest 8.9% 6.7%
South 31.6% 32.3%
West 6.1% 7.1%

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 
November 2012    

Table 2. Puerto Rican Turnout in 2012 Presidential  
Elections by Selected Characteristics (in Percentages)
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than three percent and in 2012 it was less than one percent.

With the growth of the Puerto Rican population so has its 
share in the Florida electorate. Florida’s population grew 
by 21 percent between 2000 and 2012, and its population 
18 years of age and older (the share eligible to registered 
to vote if U.S. citizen) grew by 24 percent (Figure 7). The 
Puerto Rican population, however, grew by 89 percent 
and its adult population grew by 94 percent. As a result, 
the Puerto Rican share of the Florida population eligible 
to register to vote and vote grew from 2.6 percent in 2000 
to 4.1 percent in 2012. In an election that was decided by 
less than one percent, having a share of more than four 
percent of all Florida’s voters will generally make Puerto 
Ricans an attractive segment of the electorate.

Yet, while growing faster than the population as a whole, 
Puerto Ricans have yet to achieve their full potential as an 
electoral force in the state. While representing 4.1 percent 
of the actual electorate that turned out to vote in 2012, their 
potential share was 4.8 percent, which is their share of the 
voting-age, citizen population. Admittedly, no ethnic or racial 
group turns out to vote to the extent of their numbers of the 
citizen, voting-age population. Nevertheless, Puerto Ricans 
turned out at lower rates (52.5%) than the overall Florida 
voter rate (60.8%), an eight-percentage points difference.

This is also evident nationally in which Puerto Rican turn 
out was 52.8 percent of the citizen, voting-age population, 
whereas the turnout rate was 61.8 percent for the pop-
ulation as a whole, a nine-percentage points difference 
(Figure 8). Relative to non-Hispanic whites (64.1%), Puer-
to Ricans turned out to vote at more than eleven-percent-
age points lower, and more than thirteen points lower than 
non-Hispanic blacks (66.6%).

CONCLUSION

As it is the case for other Latinos in the United States, 
Puerto Ricans have yet to achieve their potential as voters 
in the United States. Puerto Ricans represent 1.42 per-
cent of the voter eligible population, but only 1.21 percent 
of those who actually reported turning out to vote in the 
2012 elections. This is because they only represent 1.26 
percent of registered voters in the United States. These 
proportions may seem small, but they are very meaning-
ful. While Puerto Ricans may represent a very small seg-
ment of the electorate in the United States as a whole, 
one must bear in mind that Presidential elections are de-
cided at the state level, where Puerto Ricans may make 
a larger proportion of the electorate. This is even more so 
in Congressional districts. Therefore, Puerto Ricans, even 
in small proportions, may still represent a significant seg-

Figure 7. Share of the Puerto Rican Electorate in Florida and its Potential

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012
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Figure 8.  Voter Turnout in the 2012 U.S. Presidential Elections (by Citizen, Voting-Age Population)

Source: Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration Supplement, 2000-2012

ment of the electorate in competitive contests.

Florida is a case in point. Puerto Ricans only presented 
4.1% of that state’s electorate in 2012. However, the win-
ner of the Presidential election that year–Barack Obama–
won by a margin of less than one-percent of the vote cast 
in the state, with the support of more than three percent of 
the Puerto Rican electorate.

In order to contribute to increase the percentage of Puer-
to Ricans to turn out to vote in Presidential, Congressio-

nal, state and local elections, those Puerto Ricans need 
to be registered to vote. Once those Puerto Ricans are 
registered to vote, they need to be mobilized to turn out. 
For this to occur, Puerto Rican may need to rely more on 
the organizational capacity of its community. One step in 
this effort, perhaps in tandem, will be to increase the or-
ganizational capacity of the Puerto Rican community by 
increasing the number of Puerto Ricans that are involved 
in voluntary associations.
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