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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 
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 In 2006, Mexicans living abroad were allowed to vote in the Mexican presidential 

election for the first time ever.  Though the event was highly anticipated, hardly anyone 

living abroad voted.  Previous studies attributed the low voter turnout to difficult 

requirements and a lack of information, without paying attention to the experience of 

immigrating or an individual‟s connections back to Mexico.  In this thesis, I explore how 

the experience of immigrating and transnational ties back to the home country affect an 

individual‟s decision to continue participating in politics across the border. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

 The 2006 Mexican Presidential Election and El Voto en el Extranjero 

In 2006, Mexicans living abroad were allowed to vote by absentee ballot in the 

Mexican Presidential elections for the first time ever.  After years of immigrant rights 

activist groups in the United States pushing for the right for Mexican expatriates to vote 

and pressure from relatives still living in Mexico, politicians in Mexico finally decided to 

grant Mexicans living abroad the right to vote.  Given these circumstances, the event was 

much anticipated.  With about one and ten Mexican nationals living in the United States 

(Clausen and Velazquez 295), the expatriate vote had the potential to have a significant 

effect on the elections.  The Mexican government anticipated a 10 percent turnout rate 

(about 400,000 people), but instead only just over 33,000 voters (0.46 percent) submitted 

absentee ballots. Not all of those even counted due to mistakes made by the voters, such 

as not sending the ballot in by certified mail (McCann et al 91).  By the time the ballots 

which were not filled out or submitted properly were discarded, only 28, 335 ballots were 

officially counted (Instituto Federal Electoral).  What happened?  Why did so few 

Mexican immigrants residing in the United States participate in the 2006 Mexican 

Presidential election?   

In order to understand why so few Mexicans living abroad chose to vote by 

absentee ballot, we need to examine the various factors that might motivate or discourage 

an individual from voting.  There are numerous possible answers as to why so few 

Mexicans abroad submitted absentee ballots.  Previous studies have focused mainly on 

the failure of the Mexican government to provide information to potential voters and the 
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the requirements being too difficult.  Clausen and Velazquez point out that the Instituto 

Federal Electoral (IFE), the agency that oversees voting in Mexico, had a limited list of 

voters who lived abroad, and was unable to reach many of the voters abroad.  They also 

cite a short deadline to register, having to provide proof of address in Mexico and having 

to obtain a voting credential (ID card) in Mexico.  Moreover, political parties were not 

allowed to campaign in the U.S. and the cost of mailing both the application for a ballot 

and the absentee ballot international certified mail are other possible reasons why voter 

turnout was so low (Clausen and Velazquez 301-302).  Similarly, Tager and College 

argue that “the formal obstacles created by the expatriate voting procedure were 

undoubtedly a major factor in the low voter turnout” (Tager and College 50).  A survey 

conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center also found that lack of information, difficulty in 

the voting procedure, and lack of documents needed to vote (i.e. voting credential) among 

the main reasons people cited for not voting in the election (Suro and Escobar 3).  In a 

different survey, Valdez Zepeda also found that the majority of expatriates he polled (60 

percent) were unaware of their new right to vote (Valdez Zepeda 267).  McCann et al 

mention that legislation regarding the vote abroad was purposely made difficult for 

expatriates because parties were worried about how the absentee voting might affect the 

election (McCann et al 93).  They also point out that U.S. border enforcement may have 

had an effect on whether or not people registered to vote (McCann et al 94).  

While these reasons are important and certainly valid, there are other factors that 

could influence whether or not an individual chose to vote abroad which these studies did 

not examine.  For example, the actual experience of immigration could affect one‟s 

likelihood of voting.  One component of this includes when a person migrated to the 
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United States.  Individuals who migrate as adults (1
st
 generation) have different 

experiences than those who migrate as children.  Those who migrate at a younger age 

(typically below age 13) are classified as a different generation of immigrants; they 

belong to the 1.5 generation (Portes and Rumbaut 246).  It is important to consider 

generational differences because these can affect how an individual learns about the 

political process.  Immigrants belonging to the 1.5 generation may have gone through a 

different political socialization process because they did not actually grow up in Mexico.  

For example, one way political socialization occurs is through formal education 

(Abrajano and Alvarez 104).  Immigrants who moved at a young age thus undergo a 

different political socialization process than adult immigrants because they attend U.S. 

schools.  As a result, these individuals might be less likely to be informed about how the 

Mexican political system functions than those who migrate later.  However, this is not to 

say that they would not have any knowledge about the Mexican political process.  Much 

of an individual‟s political socialization also comes from the knowledge passed down 

from parent to child (Jennings and Niemi, Easton and Dennis, Garcia Bedolla, Jennings et 

al), so as long as the parents of immigrants belonging to the 1.5 generation talked about 

Mexican politics, it is still possible for those individuals to know about Mexican politics.  

Further, it is quite possible that they may have inherited certain views and attitudes about 

the Mexican government and politics from their parents as well.  However, their political 

socialization process would still different from someone who had completed all of their 

schooling in Mexico, which could make a difference in whether or not they choose to 

participate in the politics of their home country.   
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Another factor that previous studies on the 2006 election did not consider was 

how an individual‟s connections to Mexico might have played a role in whether or not 

that individual decided to participate.  There are a number of different ways individuals 

can remain connected to Mexico, many of which could possibly influence an individual‟s 

choice to participate in transnational political activity.  One of those ways is through the 

people immigrants stay in contact with in Mexico, whether that is family, friends or a 

combination of the two.  Immigrants living in the U.S. often maintain social networks 

that include individuals and organizations located in both their home country and the U.S. 

(Levitt 8).  Who an individual remains in contact with and how often he or she talks to 

them might certainly influence an individual‟s likelihood of voting by absentee ballot.  

Another type of connection which might influence an individual‟s likelihood of voting is 

monetary: whether or not an individual continues to send remittances to family or friends 

in Mexico.  Since people who send money home to Mexico have a financial stake in what 

is going on in that country, they might be more motivated to vote than those who do not 

send remittances.  Further examples of connections that could play a role in an 

individual‟s decision to participate in politics across the border include whether or not an 

individual travels to Mexico frequently, his or her language preference (English, Spanish 

or bilingual), continued involvement in an organization in Mexico, and whether or not an 

individual feels connected to a Mexican political party.            

Finally, there are other factors connected to transnationalism that could have 

affected a Mexican immigrant‟s decision to participate in the 2006 election.  To define 

transnationalism, I refer to Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc‟s definition: “the 

process by which immigrants forge and sustain simultaneous multi-stranded social 
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relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement” (Glick Schiller et al 

48).  These relations include having ties to family back home, financial connections 

(usually in the form of remittances), and in some cases language.  Just as the previous 

literature on the absentee ballot voting in the 2006 election did not mention 

transnationalism, the literature on transnational political participation fails to address the 

2006 Mexican Presidential elections as well.  Previous studies on this topic have found 

factors such as education, income, immigration status, how long an individual has lived 

in the U.S. and bilingualism to be useful in determining which individuals are most likely 

to remain active in the politics of their home country.  Since these studies have largely 

not addressed Mexican immigrants in the U.S., there is no reason to rule out the influence 

of these factors.  Hence, it might be beneficial to examine these factors as well.    

It is important to understand the factors that motivate Mexican immigrants living 

in the U.S. to take part in elections across the border for a number of reasons.  First, the 

Mexican government clearly has an interest in recognizing what makes certain migrants 

living abroad more likely than others to participate in electoral politics for a few reasons.  

One reason is financial.  In order to get expatriates living abroad to vote, the government 

has to spend money to advertise the election and to announce the new procedure 

(absentee ballot voting) abroad.  Once people begin to submit applications for an 

absentee ballot, the government has to hire people to process that paperwork, and then 

needs to spend more money to mail the ballot to individuals abroad.  Finally, after the 

ballots are submitted, extra people may be needed to help count the votes.  Another 

reason the Mexican government would be interested in what might motivate their citizens 

living abroad to vote is due to the sheer number of Mexicans who currently live in the 
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U.S.  Because such a large percentage of Mexico‟s population lives abroad, Mexican 

immigrants in the U.S. have the potential to significantly influence Mexican elections.   

Additionally, one more reason the Mexican government might be interested in 

what motivates their citizens abroad to vote has to do with the differences in political 

culture between the U.S. and Mexico.  It is possible for immigrants in the U.S. to become 

influenced by U.S. political culture through their participation in various organizations 

(i.e. churches, school parent teacher organizations, etc.), and the U.S. electoral system.  In 

some cases, this might affect how an individual feels towards politics and voting.  For 

example, one study suggests that participation in Mexican politics by Mexicans living in 

the U.S. can actually be facilitated by their participation in the U.S. political system 

(Smith 1107).  The influence of a different political culture may change how individuals 

view voting and convince some to vote back home when they otherwise would not have.  

Such changes in attitudes then have the potential to be transmitted back to the home 

country.  This might give the Mexican government incentive to pay attention to who 

votes, what motivates them, and how they have been influenced by U.S. political culture 

since their values are being sent across the border via friends, family, and now, absentee 

ballots.     

It is further important to note that who continues to participate in Mexican politics 

and why is not just a concern of the Mexican government and people.  To begin, a large 

number of Mexican migrants in the U.S. are undocumented and have no political voice.  

Participating in transnational political activities, including voting by absentee ballot in 

Mexican elections, offers this population the political voice they are lacking in the U.S.  

Also, in some cases, participating in transnational politics has been shown to facilitate 
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political participation in the U.S. (Bermudez 88; Escobar 46; Smith 1101).  In such cases, 

this could provide the motivation needed for individuals who have been in the U.S. for 

awhile to become citizens so they can register to vote in U.S. elections.  Further, 

understanding what motivates Mexican immigrants to continue to vote across the border 

is important because it serves as an index for political activity and identity.  This in turn 

may help to understand the broader picture: how an individual‟s self-identity changes as 

they struggle to adjust to a new country while maintaining ties to their old country.  It is 

important to note that Mexico is not an isolated case – there are immigrants from other 

countries who choose to continue to remain active in the politics of their country of origin 

as well.  In fact, most of what we currently know about transnational political activity 

comes from studies about immigrants from countries other than Mexico.  A better 

understanding of what influenced individuals‟ decisions to apply or not apply for an 

absentee ballot in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election would also contribute to our 

overall comprehension on how immigrants navigate the transnational spaces between the 

new and old country.   

  Understanding what motivates Mexican immigrants in the U.S. to remain active 

in the Mexican political system is important for people on both sides of the border.  In my 

study, I chose to focus mainly on transnationalism and how an individual‟s connections 

to Mexico affected his or her decision to vote mainly because it was an area that previous 

studies on the election failed to address.   I am not arguing that the factors addressed in 

previous studies on the 2006 election did not influence whether or not an individual 

voted.  In fact, through my interviews it became quite apparent that there were multiple 

factors from an individual‟s experience of immigrating that influenced whether or not 
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that individual ended up voting in the 2006 election by absentee ballot.  I have decided to 

mention these additional factors in my thesis as well, since they help provide us with 

more insight on what actually went on during that election.   

The goal of this thesis is to thus gain a better understanding of how the process of 

immigrating and an individual‟s transnational links affect one‟s desire or ability to 

participate politically in their home country.  I contend that transnationalism and the 

process of immigrating are important factors in determining the likelihood a Mexican 

immigrant residing in the U.S. will vote by absentee ballot in Mexican Presidential 

Elections.  The first chapter of this thesis will review the previous literature on 

transnational political activity to help familiarize us with how transnationalism might be 

able to influence voting.  The second chapter will describe the methods I used to examine 

the effects of transnationalism and immigrating on voting.  The next chapter will reveal 

my findings, and the following chapter will then discuss my results.  Finally, in the 

conclusion, I will provide a summary, as well as areas for future research.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW: 

What is Transnational Political Activty? 

Over the last several years, the topic of political transnationalism has slowly 

begun to gain attention.  While networks linking populations across borders are nothing 

new, the degree to which individuals were able to participate in the political system of 

their home countries was rather limited in the past.  With many countries now allowing 

dual-citizenship and the opportunity to vote from abroad, the opportunities for 

immigrants to remain politically active in their countries of origin have grown.  Some of 

these opportunities, voting in particular, have the potential to significantly impact the 

society of the home country.  The 2006 Mexican Presidential Election provides us with 

one example in which a high voter turnout by those living abroad could have potentially 

changed the outcome of the election.  In that particular election, the difference in votes 

between Felipe Calderon and Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador was only 0.6% (“Mexico”).   

Why did so few Mexicans living abroad participate in the 2006 Mexican 

Presidential Election?  One way to address this issue is to compare the characteristics of 

those who voted with those who did not.  Recent literature has begun to identify the 

characteristics of those who are likely to participate in transnational politics, though the 

study of individual participants has not directly addressed the political participation of 

Mexican immigrants across borders.  However, reviewing the determinants of political 

transnational participation for other groups of immigrants should provide us with insight 

on who among Mexican immigrants is most likely to still participate in politics back 

home. 
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 Political participation can be measured in a number of different ways.  While it 

has been traditionally measured by electoral participation, political participation can also 

include non-electoral activities.  In their study examining the transnational political 

participation of Colombians, Dominicans, and Salvadorans, Guarnizo, Portes and Haller 

mention that “transnational electoral political participation includes membership in a 

political party in the country of origin, monetary contributions to these parties, and active 

involvement in political campaigns of the polity of origin” while participation in 

“transnational non-electoral politics includes membership in a hometown civic 

association, monetary contributions to civic projects in the community of origin, and 

regular membership in charity organizations sponsoring projects in the home country” 

(Guarnizo et al 1223).  Migrants abroad may take part in both electoral and non-electoral 

transnational political activities, which the majority of the literature examining 

transnational political participation at the individual level does take into consideration.    

Guarnizo, Portes and Haller examined the electoral and non-electoral political 

activities of Colombians, Dominicans and Salvadorans living in the United States.  They 

used in depth interviews and a survey of immigrant communities to investigate who 

participates in transnational political activities and what factors determine this 

participation.  Of the three groups, Dominicans were the most likely to engage in 

electoral politics, while Salvadorans were the most likely to participate in non-electoral 

politics.  Guarnizo, Portes and Haller found that “political transnationalism is associated 

with well-connected migrants who remain normatively attached to their home 

communities by kin and friendship ties” (Guarnizo et al 1232) and that those who were 

most stable were more likely to remain active in the politics of their home country.   
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Those who had been in the country longer and who had more resources were thus 

more likely to participate than those who had only recently arrived.  Though those who 

had recently arrived and expected to stay only temporarily in the U.S. still maintained 

political ties and were interested in participating, they often did not have the resources to 

do so.  Guarnizo, Portes and Haller note that “transnationalism is not a refuge for the 

marginal and downtrodden, but a practice associated with greater stability and greater 

resources brought from the home country” (Guarnizo et al 1232).  The context and 

experience of immigrating thus play important roles in determining who stays involved in 

the politics of their home country.  Additionally, they found that higher education 

increases the likelihood of transnational political participation, and that political 

engagement also increases during adulthood, although it declines in old age (Guarnizo et 

al 1229).  Overall, education, how long an individual has been in the U.S. and higher 

socioeconomic status indicate greater resources and stability, which help enable an 

individual to participate in transnational political activity.   

In their comparison of how transnational political activity contributed to the 

process of democratization in the Dominican Republic and El Salvador, Itzisoghn and 

Villacrés also found resources to be an important determinant of one‟s level of 

transnational political participation when they examined the  non-electoral participation 

of Salvadorans in the hometown association (HTA) Fundación Unidos por Intipucá.  

Through interviews with members of the HTA, they discovered that “those most involved 

with the Fundación were the wealthier migrants and their relatives who had financial or 

personal interest in the urban centre of the municipality” and that this relatively small 

group of power-holders made the key decisions for the organization (Itzigsohn and 
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Villacrés 679).  Consequently, in some ways HTAs in the U.S. reinforce old social 

hierarchies and create new ones (Itzigsohn and Villacrés 680).   

In the same study, Itzigsohn and Villacrés used survey data to examine the 

electoral political participation of Dominican migrants in the U.S.  They found that 

similar to the case of the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election, only a small minority of 

Dominicans exercised their right to vote in the elections of their home country when their 

right to vote from abroad was implemented (Itzigsohn and Villacrés 671).  Further, active 

participation really only consisted of a small handful of activists (Itzigsohn and Villacrés 

673).  By and large, the number of migrants involved in cross-border politics is still small 

(Guarnizo et al 1238; Itzisoghn and Villacrés 673-674). 

 In three separate ethnographic studies, Michael Peter Smith followed key leaders 

involved in transnational political activities (electoral and non-electoral) in the United 

States and Mexico.  Though his work does not address the general population, Smith 

profiled individuals who were actively engaged in cross border political activity.  By 

looking at his work, we can gain insight on the types of characteristics those who are 

involved in transnational political activities possess, and what factors may help determine 

an individual‟s likelihood to participate in transnational political activity.  For example, 

when studying the Federation of Zacatecan Hometown Associations of Southern 

California (FCZSC) and the Frente Civico Zacatecano (FCZ), Smith found that 

“participation in grassroots politics in Los Angeles preceded their involvement in 

hometown and home-state politics in Mexico” (Smith 1106), and that the leaders of both 

organizations were active on all levels of U.S. and society and politics (Smith 1107).  

This suggests that participation in the U.S. political system may help facilitate 
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transnational political participation.  An individual‟s participation in various political 

activities in the U.S. may thus influence whether or not they choose to participate in 

politics back home.        

One of the individuals Smith profiled in his article was Andres Bermúdez, an 

immigrant who ran for office in his home state of Zacatecas.  Smith had written about 

Bermúdez previously, in an article with Matt Bakker.  Known as the “tomato king” for 

his success as a tomato grower, contractor and inventor of a tomato-transplanting 

machine (Smith; Smith and Bakker), the example of Bermúdez provides us insight on the 

characteristics of an individual active in transnational political activities.  The details that 

Smith and Bakker mention about Bermúdez illustrate some of the factors outlined by 

Guarnizo, Portes and Haller (2003) that contribute to the likelihood of an individual 

continuing to participate in the politics of their home country.  For example, Smith, and 

Smith and Bakker, pointed out Bermúdez‟s economic success in the United States, which 

indicates that he had a higher socioeconomic status, had been in the U.S. for some time 

and was fairly stable.  Bermúdez clearly had the resources and stability necessary to 

participate in transnational politics.   

Smith, and Smith and Bakker also referred to the only debate during Bermúdez‟s 

campaign, held in Montebello, California.  The fact that the debate was held in 

Montebello, a city near Los Angeles, is significant because it provides us with insight on 

the audience the candidates were targeting.  Rather than hold the debate in a lower 

income area such as East Los Angeles, the candidates opted to choose the more affluent 

city of Montebello.  This could have been because they were trying to gain financial 

support and figured that immigrants living in Montebello were more likely to contribute 
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than those living in East L.A. due to their higher socioeconomic status.  Whatever the 

case, those living in Montebello who chose to attend the debate and/or contribute to the 

campaign of Bermúdez or any of his opponents, were also most likely to have a higher 

socioeconomic status, and thus more resources available to participate in transnational 

political activities.  Hence, Smith, and Smith and Bakker‟s insight on both Bermúdez and 

the community he and other candidates chose to campaign seem to support the findings 

of Guarnizo, Haller and Portes regarding who is most likely to remain active in politics 

across the border.             

Interestingly enough, while studying migrants in Napa who were taking place in a 

community development project back in Guanojauto, Smith also found that transnational 

political participation can lead to increased political engagement in the host country.  In 

the case of the migrants in Napa, “successful engagement by migrants in community 

politics in their village of origin actually increased their sense of political efficacy and 

prompted their active involvement in urban politics in Napa” (Smith 1101).  Such a 

finding is significant because it demonstrates that remaining active in one‟s country of 

origin is not incompatible with their ability to become active participants in their host 

country.  If anything, being involved in transnational political activities may help 

facilitate their assimilation into the receiving country. 

Escobar‟s study of dual nationality and the transnational electoral participation of 

Colombian immigrants in the U.S. supports this finding and part of Guarnizo, Portes and 

Haller‟s.  Through interviews with leaders of the Colombian community, state officials, 

regional and local leaders, she found that “Colombian transnational organizations have 

played a positive role by contributing to the political engagement of migrants in the 
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United States” (Escobar 46).  Her research also agrees with Guarnizo, Portes and Haller‟s 

findings on how age and an individuals‟ length of stay in the U.S. contribute to an 

individual‟s likelihood to participate in transnational politics.  She notes that “it is 

precisely the older cohort, many of whom naturalized after the enactment of Colombian 

dual citizenship, that are the ones most involved in transnational organization and 

political participation” (Escobar 61).  Escobar‟s research on Colombians in the U.S. helps 

confirm that how long an individual has been in the U.S. and their age are important 

factors in determining who continues to participate in politics back home.          

While studying political participation by Colombians in the United Kingdom and 

Spain, Anastasia Bermudez found similar results.  Though she chose to use a broad 

definition of what could be considered political participation, she found that on the 

individual level most Colombians preferred to participate in just formal, electoral politics 

(Bermudez 81).  Similar to Guarnizo et al, Smith and Escobar, Bermudez observed that 

migrants involved in transnational political participation tended to be long-term migrants, 

nothing that these individuals “tend to have a more stable socio-economic position, as 

well as being legally entitled to participate more fully in the politics of the host society (at 

least formally)” (Bermudez 83).  Bermudez‟s findings also support evidence that 

transnational political participation does not hinder participation in the host country.  In 

fact, she argues that “both types of political participation should be seen as part of a 

continuum” (Bermudez 88).   

Bermudez also looked at how an immigrant‟s previous political experience might 

influence a migrant‟s political engagement.  She found that this experience to be rather 

significant, since “it was mainly those Colombians with a prior history of interest and 
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active participation in politics who sought to maintain their political engagement „here‟ 

and/or „there‟” (Bermudez 83).  This seems to be related to the findings of other scholars 

suggesting that age is an important determinant of transnational political participation, 

since how old an individual was when they migrated could help determine whether or not 

they were active in the political system of their country of origin.  If an individual was 

below voting age when they migrated, they most likely would not have participated in the 

political system of their country of origin, especially if the individual moved at a very 

young age.  While we cannot assume that those who were above voting age when they 

migrated automatically participated in the politics of their home country before they 

migrated, we can conclude that those who were young children at the time they migrated 

did not have any political experience prior to moving.  In such an instance, the context 

and experience of immigrating could play a significant role in determining one‟s 

likelihood to participate in the politics of their country of origin.  Regardless of when an 

individual migrated, their political experience prior to moving can have an effect on their 

participation after they have migrated to another country.   

 In summary, there are a number of factors that can determine the likelihood an 

individual will participate in transnational political activities.  Many of these factors, such 

as education, socioeconomic status, and how long an individual has been in the U.S., are 

directly related stability and resources.  Those who are most likely to participate in 

transnational political activities are those who are most stable and who have the resources 

to do so.  It is also important to consider an individual‟s political participation before 

moving and in the U.S.  Those with prior political experience in their home country, as 
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well as individuals who are politically active in the U.S., are more likely to remain active 

in the politics of their home country.   

 It is important to note that most of the literature addressing the transnational 

political behavior of individuals does not address Mexican immigrants.  Though Smith, 

and Smith and Bakker examine transnational political participation among Mexican 

migrants living in the U.S., their case studies are unable address the tendencies of the 

general Mexican population living abroad because they focused on a few key leaders in 

the immigrant community rather than a more representative sample.  There is thus a need 

to examine the determinants of transnational political participation among Mexican 

migrants abroad.  Using the factors highlighted by the scholars mentioned in this 

literature review, I plan to examine absentee ballot voting by Mexicans living abroad 

during the 2006 Mexican presidential election.  I expect to find that the same factors 

which lead individuals of other countries to participate in the political activities of their 

home country will hold true in the case of Mexicans living abroad in the U.S.   

 

 

 



 
 

18 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN: 

How Do We Measure the Effects of Transnationalism on Voting? 

The main question that I seek to answer is what motivates and allows individuals 

to maintain their political connection to Mexico after they have left the country.  I am 

interested in why and how these individuals remain connected to the political culture of 

their home country.  As previously established, there is little regarding Mexican 

transnational political participation on the individual level at all.  One way I can look at 

this is by examining absentee ballot voting by Mexican immigrants living abroad in the 

2006 Mexican Presidential Election. Though voting is not the only way to measure 

political participation, this election is particularly interesting because it was the first 

opportunity Mexican immigrants in the U.S. had to participate in Mexican elections while 

living abroad.  Thus, while previous work has examined other types of transnational 

political participation among Mexicans (i.e. hometown associations, immigrants in the 

U.S. who return to Mexico to run for office, campaigns in the U.S., etc.) the opportunity 

to examine electoral politics was somewhat limited in the past, particularly with respect 

to voting. 

Therefore, I seek to identify the reasons individuals chose to maintain their 

political connection to Mexico in light of immigration by examining the differences 

between those who voted in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Elections by absentee ballot 

and those who did not.  I argue that transnationalism and the process of immigrating may 

account for some these differences and that they are important factors in what motivated 

an individual to register to vote abroad in the 2006 election. I do this by testing the 

following hypotheses
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1. People who maintain ties/connections to Mexico are more likely to vote than those 

who do not.   

a. People who sent back money to Mexico over the past year are more likely to 

vote than those who did not.   

b. People who travelled to Mexico over the past year are more likely to vote than 

those who did not. 

c. People who have family in Mexico are more likely to vote than those who do 

not. 

d. People who talk to their family in Mexico more frequently are more likely to 

vote than those who talk to their family less often.  

e. People who feel close to a political party in Mexico are more likely to vote 

than those who do not. 

f. People who are involved in a civic organization, social club or sports team in 

Mexico are more like to vote than those who are not. 

2. People who are bilingual are more likely to vote than those who are not. 

a. People who preferred to be interviewed in English are more likely to vote than 

those who preferred to be interviewed in Spanish. 

b. People who watch the news on T.V. in both English and Spanish are more 

likely to vote than those who only watch in a single language. 

c. People who read the newspaper in both English and Spanish are more likely to 

vote than those who only read the newspaper in a single language.  
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d. People who listen to the news on the radio in both English and Spanish are 

more likely to vote than those who only listen to the news on the radio in one 

language. 

3. Immigrants who have been in the U.S. longer will be more likely to vote than those 

who have been in the U.S. less time. 

4. Those who are in the U.S. legally (citizens, permanent residents, and legal temporary 

visitors) will be more likely to vote than those who are not residing in the U.S. 

legally. 

5. Immigrants with higher income will be more likely to vote than those with lower 

income. 

6. Immigrants who have completed higher levels of education (completed high school or 

college) will be more likely to vote than individuals who have completed less 

education. 

7. Immigrants who think Mexican political institutions function poorly will be less 

likely to vote than those think the Mexican political institutions function well. 

 

To learn and gain an understanding of how transnationalism and the experience of 

immigrating affect one‟s likelihood to participate in transnational political activity 

requires a multifaceted approach.  Qualitative research is useful to help understand the 

individual experience of immigrating and navigating a transnational space.  However, we 

cannot make generalizations about a population based on a small number of individual 

experiences.  Quantitative research will allow us to make those generalizations, but we 

still need to use qualitative research because the numbers we receive from quantitative 
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data cannot really explain the individual experience.  I thus chose to use mixed methods 

for my research.  First, I analyzed data from the 2006 Pew Hispanic Center Survey of 

Mexicans Living in the U.S. on Absentee Voting in Mexican Elections.  To supplement 

the data from the survey, I used participant observation at a San Diego community 

organization called Justice Overcoming Boundaries (JOB), and then interviews of 

Mexican citizens living in the U.S. who I met through JOB and organizations JOB 

networks with.   

Quantitative Data and Methods 

To test my hypotheses, I used data from the 2006 Pew Hispanic Survey of 

Mexicans Living in the U.S. on Absentee Voting in Mexican Elections.  For the study, 

the Pew Hispanic Center surveyed 987 Mexican immigrants living in the U.S. about 

registering to vote by absentee ballot in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election.  The age 

of the respondents ranged from 18 years old to 83 years old.  The sample was 54.4% 

male and 45.6% female.  Some of the questions they asked concerned the individual‟s 

transnational activities and how they remained connected to their home country, language 

preference, and citizenship/documentation status, as well as more general demographic 

information such as age, income and education.   

For this study I chose to look at 21 variables.  First, I considered whether or not 

an individual had registered to vote abroad.  Next, I looked at four variables which 

pertained to language: which language they preferred to be interviewed in, which 

language they preferred to watch the news on TV in, which language they preferred to 

read the newspaper in, and which language they listened to the news on the radio in.  Five 

more of the variables I considered were regarding citizenship and how long the individual 
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has lived in the U.S.: how long the individual has lived in the U.S., whether or not they‟re 

a U.S. citizen, legal permanent resident, legal temporary visitor, or undocumented person.  

I looked at another six variables which examined ties/connections to Mexico: 

remittances, travel to Mexico, whether or not the individual has family in Mexico, how 

often the individual talks to their family in Mexico, whether or not the individual feels 

close to a political party in Mexico, and whether or not the individual belongs to a civic 

organization, sports team or social club in Mexico.  I also examined four variables on 

more general demographics: gender, age, income and education.  Finally, after some of 

my preliminary findings from my qualitative research indicated that whether or not an 

individual felt the Mexican government was corrupt might affect whether or not he or she 

voted, I decided to consider how well the individual feels Mexican political institutions 

function as well whether or not an individual felt close to the Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional (PRI) political party.   

 In my sample, out of the 987 individuals, only 61 people indicated that they had 

registered to vote abroad, while 924 said they did not.  Because the number of individuals 

who actually registered to vote was so small, I was unable to run crosstabs or a 

regression, so I chose to use t-tests to compare means.   

Qualitative Data and Methods 

For my qualitative research, I chose to do semi-structured interviews with 

Mexican immigrants living in San Diego County.  Due to its large population of Mexican 

immigrants and proximity to the border, San Diego County was a good fit for my study.  

I began by doing participant observation with a community organization called Justice 

Overcoming Boundaries (J.O.B.).  J.O.B. focuses mainly on leadership development and 
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social advocacy, particularly in the Latino community, although it is not limited to just 

that community.  My involvement included attending various J.O.B. meetings and 

community events, volunteering at a citizenship workshop that J.O.B. and a number of 

partner organizations put on to provide immigrants applying for citizenship with free 

assistance filling out their immigration paperwork, travelling with J.O.B. to Sacramento 

to lobby for immigrant rights on Immigrant day, and acting as co-chair for J.O.B.‟s South 

County Immigration Task Force.  Through my connections at J.O.B. I met individuals 

who were willing to be interviewed, and then used a snowball technique to find other 

respondents.  My sample consisted of 24 interviewees, all Mexican citizens ages 24 and 

older.  I chose to interview only individuals 24 and older because individuals younger 

than that more than likely would not have been eligible to vote in the 2006 election.  

There were 16 women (66.6%) and 8 men (33.3%).  They ranged in age from 25 years 

old to 66 years old.  Out of 24 individuals, only one registered to vote by absentee ballot 

in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election.   However, three other individuals crossed the 

border into Tijuana to vote there, another individual had voted in a municipal election by 

absentee ballot, and a number of others indicated they would like to vote in the future.  

For this study, I have chosen to include those who crossed the border into Mexico to vote 

when looking at individuals who registered to vote abroad.   

Many of the questions I asked during my interviews were modeled after the 

questions from the 2006 Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexicans Living in the U.S. on 

Absentee Voting in Mexican Elections.  This allowed me to then compare the results 

from my qualitative research with my findings from the quantitative data.  I also added a 

few questions that were not in the Pew Survey that I thought might also play a role in 
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transnational political participation: whether or not the individual pays attention to 

current events in the U.S. and Mexico; how the individual feels current events in the U.S. 

and Mexico affect his or her life; whether or not the individual pays attention to Mexican 

and U.S. politics; how the individual feels Mexican elections affect his/her life; the last 

Mexican and U.S. election the individual voted in; whether or not the individual was 

interested in Mexican elections before he or she moved; and whether or not the individual 

thought they would live in Mexico again.  To broaden the scope of the study, in addition 

to asking about the 2006 election, I also asked whether or not individuals would like to 

vote in Mexican and/or U.S. elections so I could then examine the differences between 

those who indicate a desire to participate and those who would prefer not to vote as well.  

I followed up this question by asking why the individual did or did not want to vote in 

Mexican or U.S. elections.  In addition to allowing me to examine how an individual‟s 

transnational activities affect their likelihood of voting, some of these questions also 

allowed me to look at how an individual‟s political socialization might have affected 

whether or not they voted in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election.         

There are a number of possible biases with my sample.  For one, it is quite 

possible that due to the location I chose for my survey (San Diego County), individuals 

might be better informed or more concerned with events in Mexico.  San Diego‟s 

proximity to Mexico means that individuals have easier access to Mexico –they can 

easily travel across the border (depending on their documentation status), they have 

access to Mexican news channels, radio and newspapers without even having to leave the 

U.S., and they can even hear and/or watch advertisements for the government and various 

political parties on U.S. radio and T.V. stations.    Further, because it is part of a border 



25 
 

 

region, San Diego is directly impacted by many events that occur in Mexico, particularly 

those that take place in Tijuana and Baja California.  Because these individuals have 

easier access to Mexico and might possibly be more directly impacted by events that 

occur across the border, there is a good possibility that they might be more interested in 

Mexican politics than individuals who live farther away from the U.S.-Mexico border and 

hence more likely to participate in transnational political activity.   

Secondly, since I began by finding respondents through an organization which 

promotes civic engagement and political involvement, there is also the possibility that the 

individuals in my sample are more politically active in U.S. politics than the average 

Mexican immigrant living in the U.S.  However, I was intentionally trying to find 

individuals who had voted in the election, so I could compare their characteristics with 

individuals who did not vote.  As findings from a previous study have indicated, political 

participation in the U.S. can sometimes lead to political participation across the border 

(Smith, 2007).  Therefore, while my sample may not be representative of the Mexican 

immigrant population in the U.S. as a whole, it was necessary for me to seek more 

individuals who voted. 

Finally, my sample has considerably more women in it than one would find in a 

representative sample of Mexican immigrants living in the U.S.  There are several factors 

that probably contributed to this.  First, the organization where I conducted my 

participant observation has slightly more women organizers than men, and therefore I 

tended to work with and come into contact more frequently with women than men.  The 

second factor has to do with how I found individuals to interview.  The first few 

individuals I interviewed were women, and because I was used a snowball technique to 
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find other individuals, my sample was greatly influenced by who they recommended.  

After a short while, it became quite apparent that the individuals I interviewed tended to 

refer me mainly to other women.  I am not sure if this is because they felt the individuals 

they referred me to would be more likely to want to help me with my research, or because 

they had more female friends than male friends.  It very well could have been a 

combination of both factors.  Whatever the case, I am certain that this also affected my 

ratio of women to men in the sample. 

However, despite these biases in my qualitative sample, I do not feel that my 

results have been jeopardized in any way.  My qualitative research mainly serves to 

support and provide more depth to my quantitative findings.  Rather than trying to find a 

representative sample, I was trying to gather more information which could help me 

better understand the results I was getting from the Pew data.  These qualitative results 

were never meant to be read or understood apart from the results of my quantitative 

research. Therefore, although my qualitative data does not have a representative sample, 

this should not affect my overall findings. 
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FINDINGS: 

Factors That Motivate and Allow Individuals to Maintain Their Political 

Connections to Mexico 

To test my hypotheses, I looked at over 20 different variables during my 

quantitative and qualitative research.  I have organized the findings from my different 

variables thematically.  I‟ll begin by looking first at some general descriptives on 

characteristics of Mexican immigrants in the U.S.  Then, I will look at more general 

demographic information including education, income and age.  Next, I will discuss my 

findings from the variables on citizenship and how long the individual has lived in the 

U.S.  This will be followed by my findings on transnational activities and connections to 

Mexico.  This section will include information on remittances, whether or not an 

individual travelled to Mexico over the last year, whether or not an individual has family 

in Mexico and how often he or she talks to them, whether or not an individual belongs to 

any organizations in Mexico, and whether or not he or she feels close to a political party 

in Mexico.  I will then proceed to discuss my findings on language preferences, followed 

by findings on generational differences.  Lastly, I will discuss corruption and individuals‟ 

opinions on how Mexican political institutions function.    

 Tables 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3 contain descriptive statistics.  Table 1.1 represents the 

entire sample, Table 1.2 represents those who did not register to vote, and Table 1.3 has 

descriptives for those who did register to vote.  We see in Table 1.1 that while very few 

individuals registered to vote abroad.  At first glance this might indicate a low level of 

transnational activity among Mexican immigrants, but when we examine other variables 

measuring an individual‟s connection to their home country, we find higher levels of 
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participation in transnational behavior.  For example, the vast majority of people 

interviewed prefer to be interviewed in Spanish and still have family 

in Mexico.  Many of these individuals talk to their family on a regular basis and over half 

sent money back to Mexico over the past year.  Additionally, over half of these 

individuals still feel close to a particular political party in Mexico.  Looking at these 

descriptive statistics, we can also see some differences between those who registered to 

vote and those who did not.  While not all of these differences are significant, there are 

some very obvious differences, particularly when we look at language and education.    

Next, I will look at whether or not these various indicators of transnationalism may have 

affected whether or not an individual registered to vote. 
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Table 1.1: Characteristics of Mexican Immigrants Living in the United States 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Language 

Language Individual Preferred to be Interviewed In (n=987) 1 
0 1 0.03 0.181 

Individual watches the news on TV in both English and Spanish (n=856) 2 
0 1 0.35 0.478 

Individual reads newspapers in both English and Spanish (n=149) 2 
0 1 0.36 0.481 

Individual listens to the news on the radio in both English and Spanish (n=130) 2 
0 1 0.17 0.38 

Annual Income (n=722) 3 
1 3 1.34 0.609 

Education (n=955) 
General Education 4 

1 8 2.48 1.711 
High School Grad 2 

0 1 0.39 0.488 
College graduate 2 

0 1 0.05 0.215 
Citizenship and Time in the U.S. 

How Long Individual Has Lived in the U.S. (n=970) 5 
1 5 2.92 1.529 

U.S. Citizen (n=950) 2 
0 1 0.26 0.441 

Legal Permanent Resident (n=672) 2 
0 1 0.62 0.485 

Legal Temporary Visitor (n=261) 2 
0 1 0.4 0.491 

Undocumented (n=155) 2 
0 1 0.93 0.255 

Ties/Connections to Mexico 
Remittances (n=987) 2 

0 1 0.58 0.494 
Travelled to Mexico in the past year (n=987) 2 

0 1 0.33 0.471 
Has family in Mexico (n=987) 2 

0 1 0.92 0.271 
How often an individual talks to their family in Mexico (n=908) 6 

1 5 3.47 1.162 
Individual belongs to a civic organization, sports team or social club in Mexico (n=969) 2 

0 1 0.1 0.298 
Individual feels close to a political party (n=939) 2 

0 1 0.58 0.493 
Corruption 

Opinion of the way Mexican political institutions function (n=867) 7 
1 5 2.64 1.029 

Individual feels close to the PRI party (n=548) 2 
0 1 0.31 0.464 

Gender (n=987) 8 
0 1 0.54 0.498 

Age (n=974) 9 
1 5 2.01 1.172 

Registered to Vote Abroad (n=985) 2 
0 1 0.06 0.241 

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections 
1 

0=Spanish, 1=English 
2 

0=no, 1=yes 
3 

1=less than $30,000, 2=$30,000 to less than $50,000, 3=$50,000 or more 
4 1=none or grade 1-8, 2=high school incomplete (grades 9-11), 3=high school grad, 4=GED, 5=  

business, technical or vocational school after high school, 6=some college, 7=college grad, 8=post- 
graduate professional training/professional schooling after college 

5 
1=1-5 years, 2=6-10 years, 3=11-15 years, 4=16-20 years, 5=more than 20 years 

6 1=almost never, 2=less than once a month, 3=one or two times a month, 4=once a week, 5=more  
than once a week 

7 
1=very bad, 2=bad, 3=fair, 4=good, 5=very good 

8 0=female, 1=male 
9 

1=18-34, 2=35-44, 3=45-54, 4=55-64, 5=65+ 

Table 1.1 Characteristics of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. 
Variable 
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Table 1.2: Characteristics of Mexicans who did not register to vote abroad in the 2006 

Mexican Presidential Election 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Language 

Language Individual Preferred to be Interviewed In (n=924) 1 
0 1 0.03 0.177 

Individual watches the news on TV in both English and Spanish (n=807) 2 
0 1 0.34 0.474 

Individual reads newspapers in both English and Spanish (n=143) 2 
0 1 0.33 0.472 

Individual listens to the news on the radio in both English and Spanish (n=120) 2 
0 1 0.15 0.152 

Annual Income (n=678) 1 3 1.34 0.607 
Education (n=892) 

General Education 4 
1 8 2.45 1.7 

High School Grad 2 
0 1 0.38 0.486 

College graduate 2 
0 1 0.05 0.214 

Citizenship and Time in the U.S. 
How Long Individual Has Lived in the U.S. (n=913) 5 

1 5 2.96 1.53 
U.S. Citizen (n=888) 2 

0 1 0.26 0.44 
Legal Permanent Resident (n=626) 2 

0 1 0.63 0.483 
Legal Temporary Visitor (n=239) 2 

0 1 0.38 0.487 
Undocumented (n=147) 2 

0 1 0.94 0.244 
Ties/Connections to Mexico 

Remittances (n=924) 2 
0 1 0.57 0.495 

Travelled to Mexico in the past year (n=924) 2 
0 1 0.32 0.469 

Has family in Mexico (n=924) 2 
0 1 0.92 0.268 

How often an individual talks to their family in Mexico (n=852) 6 
1 5 3.46 1.16 

Individual belongs to a civic organization, sports team or social club in Mexico (n=906) 2 
0 1 0.10 0.298 

Individual feels close to a political party (n=884) 2 
0 1 0.58 0.494 

Corruption 
Opinion of of the way Mexican political institutions function (n=817) 7 

1 5 2.64 1.034 
Individual feels close to the PRI party (n=510) 2 

0 1 0.33 0.471 
Gender (n=924) 8 

0 1 0.54 0.499 
Age (n=913) 9 

1 5 2.03 1.177 
Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections 

1 
0=Spanish, 1=English 

2 
0=no, 1=yes 

3 
1=less than $30,000, 2=$30,000 to less than $50,000, 3=$50,000 or more 

4 1=none or grade 1-8, 2=high school incomplete (grades 9-11), 3=high school grad, 4=GED, 5=  
business, technical or vocational school after high school, 6=some college, 7=college grad, 8=post- 
graduate professional training/professional schooling after college 

5 
1=1-5 years, 2=6-10 years, 3=11-15 years, 4=16-20 years, 5=more than 20 years 

6 1=almost never, 2=less than once a month, 3=one or two times a month, 4=once a week, 5=more  
than once a week 

7 
1=very bad, 2=bad, 3=fair, 4=good, 5=very good 

8 0=female, 1=male 
9 

1=18-34, 2=35-44, 3=45-54, 4=55-64, 5=65+ 

Variable 
Table 1.2 Characteristics of Mexicans who did not register to vote abroad in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election 



31 
 

   
 

Table 1.3: Characteristics of Mexicans who registered to vote abroad in the 2006 

Mexican Presidential Election 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Language 

Language Individual Preferred to be Interviewed In (n=61) 1 
0 1 0.06 0.24 

Individual watches the news on TV in both English and Spanish (n=49) 2 
0 1 0.54 0.504 

Individual reads newspapers in both English and Spanish (n=7) 2 
0 1 0.98 0.139 

Individual listens to the news on the radio in both English and Spanish (n=11) 2 
0 1 0.42 0.518 

Income (n=44) 3 
1 3 1.37 0.655 

Education (n=61) 
General Education 4 

1 7 2.99 1.812 
High School Grad 2 

0 1 0.53 0.503 
College graduate 2 

0 1 0.06 0.24 
Citizenship and Time in the U.S. 

How Long Individual Has Lived in the U.S. (n=57) 5 
1 5 2.43 1.433 

U.S. Citizen (n=60) 2 
0 1 0.29 0.458 

Legal Permanent Resident (n=43) 2 
0 1 0.53 0.505 

Legal Temporary Visitor (n=20) 2 
0 1 0.55 0.511 

Undocumented (n=8) 2 
0 1 0.81 0.419 

Ties/Connections to Mexico 
Remittances (n=61) 2 

0 1 0.69 0.464 
Travelled to Mexico in the past year (n=61) 2 

0 1 0.43 0.499 
Has family in Mexico (n=61) 2 

0 1 0.92 0.27 
How often an individual talks to their family in Mexico (n=56) 6 

1 5 3.61 1.199 
Individual belongs to a civic organization, sports team or social club in Mexico (n=61) 2 

0 1 0.11 0.317 
Individual feels close to a political party (n=55) 2 

0 1 0.69 0.468 
Corruption 

Opinion of the way Mexican political institutions function (n=49) 7 
1 5 2.72 0.954 

Individual feels close to the PRI party (n=38) 2 
0 1 0.09 2.87 

Gender (n=61) 8 
0 1 0.59 0.496 

Age (n=61) 9 
1 5 1.77 0.136 

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections 
1 

0=Spanish, 1=English 
2 

0=no, 1=yes 
3 

1=less than $30,000, 2=$30,000 to less than $50,000, 3=$50,000 or more 
4 1=none or grade 1-8, 2=high school incomplete (grades 9-11), 3=high school grad, 4=GED, 5=  

business, technical or vocational school after high school, 6=some college, 7=college grad,  
8=post-graduate professional training/professional schooling after college 

5 
1=1-5 years, 2=6-10 years, 3=11-15 years, 4=16-20 years, 5=more than 20 years 

6 1=almost never, 2=less than once a month, 3=one or two times a month, 4=once a week, 5=more  
than once a week 

7 
1=very bad, 2=bad, 3=fair, 4=good, 5=very good 

8 0=female, 1=male 
9 

1=18-34, 2=35-44, 3=45-54, 4=55-64, 5=65+ 

Variable 
Table 1.3 Characteristics of Mexicans who registered to vote abroad in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election 
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General Demographics: Education, Income and Age 

 

Education 

 

Table 2.1: Education of Mexican Immigrants living in the U.S. (n=955) 

 

 
 

 Table 2.1 shows the results from my t-test for difference of means on education.  I 

chose to look at education a few different ways.  First, I looked at overall education.  I 

found that those who registered to vote typically had higher education than those who did 

not register.  Next, I chose to limit this to high school graduates and non-high school 

graduates only.  Similarly, I found that those who voted were more likely to have 

graduated from high school than those who did not vote.  However, when I went to look 

at college graduates and non-college graduates, my results were not significant.   

 I found some similar results from my qualitative research.  Although I did not 

specifically ask individuals for their highest level of education they completed, most of 

them did mention some information about either their education, or their job.  In a 

number of the cases where the individuals mentioned what type of job they currently had 

or held in Mexico, it was then easy to determine at least a minimal level education for 

them.  For example, a couple of the individuals I interviewed were lawyers, so I could 

easily determine that they had some level of post-graduate work.  Similarly, those who 

Table 2.1 Education of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. (n=955)

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

General Education

No 2.45 *

Yes 2.99

High School Graduate

No 0.38 *

Yes 0.53

College Graduate

No 0.05

Yes 0.06

*p<.05

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections
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mentioned they used to be teachers in Mexico obviously graduated high school and 

college.  Thus, in the majority of cases, I was able to get a pretty good indication of the 

individual‟s highest level of education completed.   

 Of those who voted in the election, all had at least a high school degree.  In fact, 

half of them (two out of four) had a college degree or higher.  Similarly of those who 

indicated that they would like to vote in Mexican elections in the future, many had a 

college degree or higher, although there were also a couple with less education that still 

indicated their interest in voting. 

Income 

 

Table 2.2: Income of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S.   

 

 
 

 Income did not have a significant influence in either my quantitative or my 

qualitative findings.  As you can see from the results in Table 2.2, my t-test was not 

significant.  There also was no apparent pattern in incomes among the individuals I 

interviewed who did vote.   

Age 

 

Table 2.3: Ages of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. (n=974) 

 

 
 

Table 2.2. Income of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S.

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

Annual Income (n=722)

No 1.34

Yes 1.37

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections

Table 2.3. Ages of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. (n=974)

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

Age

No 2.03

Yes 1.77

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections
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 When I examined age in both my quantitative and qualitative data, I seemed to 

find conflicting results.  Age also did not appear to have an effect on whether or not an 

individual voted when I ran t-test with the data from the Pew Hispanic Center.  In fact, 

my results from the t-test (Table 2.3) were insignificant.  However, amongst the 

individuals that I interviewed, age did seem to make somewhat of a difference.  Those 

who voted in the 2006 election tended to be older.  Two of the individuals were in the age 

range of 45-54 years.  The other two were 65 years of age or older.  I also found one 

trend among those who did not vote that is worth noting.  While I did have plenty of 

individuals in those age ranges who did not vote, it is interesting to note that none of the 

individuals from the youngest age bracket (18-34 years old) expressed even the slightest 

interest in voting in Mexican elections, and only one person in the next age bracket (35-

44 years old) indicated that they would like to vote in future Mexican elections.  Younger 

individuals appear to have very little to no interest in voting across the border.  

Citizenship and Time in the U.S. 

 I will now look at how an individual‟s documentation status (citizen, legal 

permanent resident, legal temporary visitor, or undocumented) and how long they have 

lived in the U.S. affects how likely he or she is to vote.  Table 3 contains my t-test results 

examining how long an individual has lived in the U.S., and whether or not he or she is a 

U.S. citizen, legal permanent resident, legal temporary visitor, or undocumented person.   
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Table 3: Citizenship and Time in the U.S. 

 

 Out of the variables I tested, only how long an individual has lived in the U.S. 

was significant.  However, I did not find that those who have lived in the U.S. longer 

were more likely to vote than those who have been here less time.  In fact, I found 

completely the opposite.  Those who have been in the U.S. longer were actually less 

likely to have voted in the 2006 election than those who had been in the U.S. for a shorter 

amount of time.  However, it is important to note that, on average, those who had 

registered to vote had still lived in the U.S. for over 10 years.  This is something I also 

found in my qualitative research.  All four of my individuals who voted in the 2006 

election had lived in the U.S. at least 20 years or more.  In fact, one individual had lived 

in the U.S. 33 years, and another over 45 years.   

 I found conflicting results on documentation status.  While my quantitative results 

showed documentation status and citizenship to be insignificant across the board, this 

was not the case with my qualitative research.  Though I did not specifically ask 

Table 3. Citizenship and Time in the U.S.

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

How Long Individual Has Lived in the U.S. (n=970)

No 2.96 *

Yes 2.43

U.S. Citizen(n=950)

No 0.26

Yes 0.29

Legal Permanent Resident (n=672)

No 0.63

Yes 0.53

Legal Temporary Visitor (n=261)

No 0.38

Yes 0.55

Undocumented (n=155)

No 0.94

Yes 0.81

*p<.05

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections
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individuals for their documentation status, many provided it when they answered 

questions about voting in Mexico and the U.S.  For example, those who answered that 

they voted in U.S. elections were obviously U.S. citizens.  Additionally, most of the 

individuals who do not vote in U.S. elections actually specified that the reason they did 

not was because they were not U.S. citizens.   

 From my interviews, it appears that an individual‟s documentation status may 

affect whether or not an individual continues to vote in elections across the border.  For 

instance, the fact that all four of the individuals that I interviewed who registered to vote 

actually held dual citizenship in the U.S. and Mexico could indicate that those who have 

dual nationality are more easily able to vote.  From my interviews, I have noticed that 

registering to vote abroad in Mexican elections is certainly easier for those with dual 

nationality than for those who are undocumented.  For example, one of the 

undocumented individuals I interviewed said that she had “heard that the only way you 

could vote was if you had your voter card.  Where am I gonna get a voter card in the 

U.S.?  Either way I can‟t.”  She later proceeded to talk about how the process of 

registering for an absentee ballot was too much work and too difficult for someone in her 

situation.   

Transnational Activities and Connections to Mexico 

 Next, I will examine the effects of an individual‟s other transnational activities 

and connections to Mexico on his or her likelihood to vote abroad.  For this, I chose to 

look at the following variables: remittances, whether or not an individual travelled to 

Mexico over the past year, whether or not the individual has family in Mexico, how often 

the individual talks to his or her family in Mexico, whether or not the individual belongs 
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to a civic organization, sports team or social club in Mexico, and whether or not the 

individual feels close to a particular political party (See Table 4).   

Table 4: Transnational Activities and Connections to Mexico of Mexican Immigrants 

Living in the U.S. 

 

 

Out of the different variables I chose to look at when I ran the t-tests with my 

quantitative data, only remittances were significant.  People who send money back home 

to Mexico tend to be more likely to vote than those who do not.  While I did not ask the 

individuals I interviewed about remittances, I did find that those who voted in the 2006 

election had a financial stake in Mexico.  For example, one woman voted because she 

needed to do so in order to inherit her father‟s house.  Another woman who voted 

receives a monthly pension from the Mexican government and crosses the border to 

receive healthcare services in Mexico.  Finally, one of the men who voted in the 2006 

election is in charge of a non-profit that operates on both sides of the border.  Clearly, 

financial ties to Mexico do influence an individual‟s decision to vote.   

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

Remittances (n=987)

No 0.57 *

Yes 0.69

Travelled to Mexico over the past year (n=987)

No 0.32

Yes 0.43

Has family in Mexico (n=987)

No 0.92

Yes 0.92

How often an individual talks to their family in Mexico (n=908)

No 3.46

Yes 3.61

Individual belongs to a civic organization, sports team or social club in Mexico (n=969)

No 0.1

Yes 0.11

Individual feels close to a political party (n=939)

No 0.58

Yes 0.69

*p<=.05

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections

Table 4. Transnational Activities and Connections to Mexico of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S.
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Though I was surprised to find that many of these variables had no effect on 

whether or not an individual decided to vote abroad, I found similar results from my 

interviews.  Travel was insignificant in the t-test, which makes sense after looking at the 

results from my qualitative research.  Nearly everyone I spoke to travels to Mexico at 

least once a year.  While all the individuals I who spoke with had voted in the election 

had visited Mexico over the past year, so had the majority of those who had not voted.  

Additionally, when I interviewed people, whether or not they had family in Mexico and 

how often they talked to family also did not seem to be that significant at first glance.  

Nearly everyone I spoke with still had family living in Mexico, as consistent with the 

findings from my quantitative research.  Also, most people tended to talk to their family 

at least once or twice a month, which is about how often the majority of the respondents 

from my quantitative sample spoke to their family.   

Further, my results from my interviews also did not find anything significant 

regarding an individual‟s participation in a club or organization in Mexico.  However, I 

did find that a couple of the individuals who had voted in Mexican elections by absentee 

ballot (whether in the 2006 presidential election, or in a municipal election), as well as a 

few of those who are interested in voting in Mexican elections in the future, were 

members of binational organizations.  Lastly, my findings from my interviews also 

supported my t-test findings on whether or not an individual felt close to a particular 

political party.  Of the four that voted, only one individual felt close to a particular party.  

Two didn‟t feel close to a party at all, and one was unsure.  Additionally, I had a number 

of individuals who felt close to a political party who did not vote.   
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Language 

Table 5: Language Preferences of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S.   

 

 If we look at Table 5, we can see that language does play a role in whether or not 

an individual chooses to remain active in the politics in their home country.  More 

specifically, bilingualism affects transnational political activity.  When I initially looked 

at an individual‟s language they preferred to be interviewed in (English or Spanish), the 

results were insignificant.  Likewise, though I only interviewed a few individuals in 

Spanish for my qualitative research, which language they preferred to interview in did not 

make a difference.  Out of the four who voted in the election, two interviewed in English, 

one in a combination of English and Spanish, and the last interviewed in Spanish.  

However, I examined which language an individual prefers to watch the news on TV in, 

and which language the individual prefers to read the newspaper in, I found something 

different.  Originally these variables were not dichotomous – they asked if the individual 

preferred to watch the news or read the newspaper in English, Spanish or both.  However, 

to look at bilingualism, I chose to make the variable dichotomous by combining the 

Table 5.  Language Preferences of Mexican Immigrants living in the U.S.

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

Language Individual Preferred to be Interviewed In (n=987)

No 0.03

Yes 0.06

Individual watches the news on TV in both English and Spanish (n=856) 

No 0.34 *

Yes 0.54

Individual reads newspapers in both English and Spanish (n=149)

No 0.33 **

Yes 0.98

Individual listens to the radio in both English and Spanish (n=130)

No 0.15

Yes 0.42

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections

*p<.05 

**p<.01
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English and Spanish responses.  As shown in Table 5, individuals who preferred to watch 

the news in both languages and individuals who preferred to read the newspaper in both 

languages were more likely to vote than those who only watched the news or read the 

paper in a single language.  This suggests that bilingualism does indeed play an important 

role in whether or not an individual decides to participate in transnational political 

activity.   

Generational Differences 

 While conducting interviews, I asked how old an individual was when he or she 

migrated to the United States.  From this question, I was able to determine what 

immigrant generation each individual belonged to.  I had eleven first generation 

immigrants, eleven 1.5 generation immigrants, and two individuals who were second 

generation immigrants.  I asked each of them the following question: “Would you like to 

vote in Mexican elections?”  Only 22 responded to the question (10 first generation, 10 

1.5 generation and 2 second generation).  However, there do appear to be generational 

differences when it came to voting.  It is difficult to compare the second generation to the 

first and 1.5 generations, because I only interviewed two individuals and both voted in 

the 2006 Mexican presidential election.  I will thus focus mainly on the differences 

between the first and 1.5 generations.   

 The first generation respondents tended to be more likely to want to vote in 

Mexican elections.  Out of the ten individuals who responded to the question, two 

actually voted in the 2006 election and another seven indicated that they would like to 

vote.  Only one individual said she did not want to vote in Mexican elections.  If we look 

at the 1.5 generation, the results are much different.  Not a single individual from the 1.5 
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generation who I interviewed voted in the 2006 election.  Additionally, only two said 

they would like to vote in Mexican elections.  Three mentioned they might vote, 

depending on the circumstances (if they moved back to Mexico, if their family was in 

trouble, etc.).  Five indicated that they had no interest in voting in Mexican elections 

whatsoever.  The first generation thus seems to be more interested in voting in Mexican 

elections than the 1.5 generation.   

Corruption    

Table 6: Mexican immigrants‟ opinion of how well the Mexican political system 

functions 

 

 

 With my quantitative data, I chose to look at corruption by focusing on Mexican 

immigrants‟ opinions of the way Mexican political institutions function, and on how 

close an individual feels to the Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario 

Institucional - PRI).  If we look at Table 6, we can see that only the variable regarding 

how close an individual feels to the PRI party was significant in influencing whether or 

not an individual voted absentee ballot in the 2006 election.  In this case, individuals who 

felt close to the PRI were actually less likely to vote than those who did not feel close to 

the PRI party.  Similarly, none of the individuals I interviewed who voted in the 2006 

election by absentee ballot mentioned that they felt close to the PRI.  In fact, one 

Table 6. Mexican Immgrants' opinion of how well the Mexican political system functions

Independent Variables Registered to Vote Abroad

Opinion of the way Mexican political institutions function (n=867)

No 2.64

Yes 2.72

Individual feels close to the PRI party (n=548)

No 0.33 *

Yes 0.09

*p<.01

Source: Pew Hispanic Center Survey of Mexican Immigrants Living in the U.S. on Absentee Ballot Voting in Mexican Elections
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mentioned that she felt close the green party, another indicated that she felt unsure about 

whether or not she felt connected to a party, another indicated that he did not support any 

political party, and the last did not offer any information about party affiliation.   

 Lastly, I will discuss corruption and its possible influence on elections.  As shown 

in Table 6, an individual‟s opinion on the way Mexican political institutions function 

appeared was not significant.  Whether an individual feels Mexican political institutions 

function poorly, well or somewhere in between does not influence whether or not they 

choose to continue to participate in Mexican politics.  However, the question does not 

directly address corruption and how that might affect an individual‟s willingness to 

participate.  The majority of individuals I interviewed addressed corruption in Mexican 

elections in one way or another, even though I never asked them about it directly.  

Generally, individuals addressed corruption when I asked them if they would like to vote 

in Mexican elections in the future, and their reason for this answer.   

 For many individuals, distrust and corruption appeared to be major issues 

deterring them from voting.  For example, when asked if she wanted to vote, one 

individual said, “No.  I thought about it.  They‟re pretty corrupt.  I feel they [the PAN] 

stole the election from the labor party.”  Another individual mentioned that they did not 

want to vote because it‟s a “waste of time because things don‟t change.  Not the 

corruption”.  Individuals also expressed discontent for how they felt the entire political 

system works.  Another woman mentioned that she does not want to vote because she 

feels like, “what difference would it make…they manage the system how they want to.  

It‟s not about the people, it‟s about them – the politicians and whoever is part of that 

corrupt system – and they do whatever they want to”.  One woman actually had me stop 
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recording before she would mention why she would not vote, because she feared having 

her opinion about the system recorded on tape.  This individual then proceeded to talk 

about how she felt the entire system was managed by a single party, the PRI, and she felt 

the PRI had enabled the PAN to win the last few elections on purpose.   

 This woman was not the only individual to tie the corruption of the political 

system back to the way the political parties function.  Another woman who mentioned 

she did not believe in the Mexican political system said, “I just think it‟s a way of just 

making people lose their time.  I don‟t think it works.  I think Mexican elections are all 

bribed.  Just because I feel like the majority of the people have always been for one 

political party and it‟s never won, it‟s always been the opposite.  And every president that 

comes in...they steal, they get richer and people get poorer.  Nothing‟s good, so I don‟t 

believe in their system.”  Similarly, when asked whether or not he felt close to a 

particular Mexican political party, one man answered, “Naw.  They‟re all the same.  

They‟re all corrupted somehow….some at a major scale, some at a lower scale.  I don‟t 

feel like they‟re clear.”  He continued to mention that he believed, “the corruption starts 

there because they can‟t get things the good way and they try to get it anyway…they start 

trying to buy everything.”   

Even individuals who voted in the 2006 Mexican presidential election, or who 

indicated that they would like to vote in the future alluded to the corruption in the 

political system, and still mentioned distrust.  For example, one man felt that, “voting in 

elections everywhere is important.  Even though sometimes your vote isn‟t counted the 

way it should be, it‟s important to vote.  It‟s important to speak up.”  Though he was 

advocating for participation in the Mexican political system, this individual still clearly 
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understood that a degree of fraud existed or even still exists in Mexican elections.  

Another individual who would like to vote mentioned, “I don‟t know that it [voting] 

would make a difference, or that it would matter because my trust is very low.”  The fact 

that even individuals who would like to vote still express concern over corruption and a 

fraudulent political system suggests that very few Mexican immigrants living in the U.S. 

have faith in Mexican politics and elections.   

Procedural Issues and Lack of Information 

 In this study, I chose not to examine my quantitative data for whether or not lack 

of information and procedural issues affected voting in the 2006 Mexican Presidential 

Elections.  Suro and Escobar had already examined these factors using the same dataset, 

so I felt no need to replicate their results.  However, though I did not specifically ask 

about these factors in my interviews, they were issues that came up consistently for 

individuals who did not vote absentee ballot, and I believe such findings do merit some 

attention.   

Summary   

 Based on my findings, it appears that transnationalism and corruption can indeed 

influence whether or not an individual decides to participate in transnational political 

activities.  In particular, higher education, bilingualism, whether or not an individual 

sends home remittances, and how long an individual has been in the U.S. influence 

whether or not an individual continues to remain active in Mexican politics after moving 

to the U.S.  Corruption and whether or not an individual feels close to the PRI party also 

appear to have an impact on an individual‟s likelihood to vote in Mexican elections.  In 

the next chapter, I will discuss the implications of these findings.  
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DISCUSSION: 

Understanding Transnational Voting in Mexican Elections 

 My findings in the previous chapter indicate that there were certain components 

of transnationalism that influenced an individual‟s decision to vote by absentee ballot in 

the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election.  However, there were also other elements of 

transnationalism which did not make a difference in determining how likely an individual 

was to participate in the election.  In this chapter, I will discuss the significance of these 

findings.  I will begin by mentioning the variables which were not significant, followed 

by those that were not significant but may merit further investigation for one reason or 

another.  Next, I will highlight the variables that were significant.  I will conclude by 

explaining why these findings matter and how they relate to broader themes.   

 Out of the variables that I tested, I found that income, age and whether or not the 

individual travelled to Mexico in the year leading up the election did not influence voting 

by absentee ballot. This was particularly surprising with income and age, since previous 

studies on transnational political activity found a relationship between income and 

participation, and between age and participation.  While my findings on income were 

consistent in both my qualitative and quantitative findings, I actually had mixed results 

when I looked at age.  Unfortunately, both my qualitative and quantitative samples 

contain very few individuals who actually voted.  This could account for the 

discrepancies between my qualitative and quantitative findings with respect to the 

influence of age on voting.  It is entirely possible that had the Pew survey included more 

individuals who voted, we might have seen different results.  It is also equally possible 

that my sample for my qualitative work could have included four individuals who voted 
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who just happened to be older.  Thus, my findings on age seem to be inconsistent and 

insignificant.   

 The fact that travel did not affect voting is not so startling.  Many individuals 

cross the border into Baja California multiple times a year, sometimes multiple times a 

month.  However, as one individual explained, “it‟s almost like for me there‟s no border”.  

Rather than seeing the area surrounding the border between Mexico and U.S. as parts of 

two different countries, many individuals view the area as one region, and there is still a 

lot of coming and going across the border.  Respondents indicated that they often travel 

into Tijuana or Mexicali for day trips to go shopping, eat or visit with family.  Because 

this crossing is seen as part of everyday life and not as travelling back and forth between 

two countries, it is not too surprising that whether or not an individual traveled to Mexico 

over the past year did not significantly affect whether or not an individual decided to vote 

by absentee ballot in 2006.   

 I also found documentation status, whether or not a person had family in Mexico, 

how often an individual talked to his or her family, whether or not an individual felt close 

to a particular political party, and whether or not an individual belonged to an 

organization in Mexico to be largely insignificant.  However, I will argue that these 

variables do merit further investigation, mainly because due to limitations in the actual 

survey questions and due to the fact that the samples for both my quantitative and 

qualitative research included very few individuals who actually voted.   

 With documentation status, for example, my quantitative findings indicated there 

was no relationship between an individual‟s documentation status and voting.  However, 

while the results of my t-tests from my quantitative research may not have found 
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anything significant, I would argue that the results I found from my interviews indicate 

that documentation status may indeed affect whether or not an individual is able to 

participate in transnational political activities.  Though my sample may not be large 

enough for me to claim this as something significant, I do believe it merits further 

investigation.   

 Additionally, my quantitative results on family and voting were also insignificant.   

However, the survey conducted by Pew Hispanic Center did not specify who the 

individual was talking to and how close of a relationship that person had with that family 

member.  Was the individual talking to a parent or a cousin who they had only met a 

couple of times in person?  This could potentially make a difference in whether or not 

having family in Mexico and/or how often the individual talks to his or her family 

actually affects whether or not they continue to vote in Mexican elections.  For example, 

one individual I spoke with mentioned that because his parents were no longer alive, 

current events and politics in Mexico did not really affect him anymore.  Despite still 

having siblings in Mexico, what happens in Mexico no longer really mattered to him 

because he was not as close to his siblings as he was to his parents.  Thus, while none of 

my findings on family were significant when it came to determining whether or not an 

individual voted in the 2006 Mexican Presidential Election, it would be well worth 

looking at family in more specific terms (such as who the individual is keeping in contact 

with and how close the individual is to that person) in the future.  

 I also found from both my quantitative and qualitative results that feeling close to 

a particular political party in Mexico is not a determinant of voting abroad.  However, 

there was a relationship between whether or not an individual felt close to the PRI party 
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and voting.  If the individual identified with any party other than the PRI, they were more 

likely to vote than an individual who felt close to the PRI.  While at first glance this could 

seem a little peculiar, it actually makes a lot of sense.  Since the PRI has been in power 

for many years, in some ways it really represents the status quo.  Thus, individuals who 

feel closer to other parties would be more likely to vote because they want change.  They 

want to see a different party control the country, and will thus vote even if they think it is 

unlikely their vote will be counted.  Some of my findings from my qualitative research 

seem to support this.  From my qualitative research, I only had one person who voted 

who felt close to a political party.  When she indicated that she would like to continue 

voting in Mexican elections in the future, she mentioned it was because she wants her 

party to win.   

 Both my quantitative findings and qualitative findings also showed that there is no 

relationship between belonging to an organization in Mexico and voting.  However, from 

my qualitative research, I noticed that this definition is a little too limited.  The survey 

only looked at Mexican organizations; it did not choose to look at binational 

organizations.  So, while I did not find membership in a Mexican organization or club 

significant in determining whether or not the individual is likely to participate in 

transnational political activity, in the future it might also be worth examining binational 

organizations and their influence on voting.   

 My findings did indicate that how long an individual had lived in the U.S., 

education, financial ties to Mexico, and whether or not an individual was bilingual 

influenced an individual‟s decision to vote by absentee ballot in the 2006 election.  At 

first glance, my findings on time in the U.S. actually appear to be inconsistent with prior 
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studies because I found that individuals who voted were in the U.S. longer were less 

likely to vote than those who had been here for less time.  This result was surprising, 

because previous studies had associated living in the U.S. longer with being more likely 

to participate in transnational political activities.  However, the finding does not 

completely contradict prior studies, because on average, those who registered to vote had 

still lived in the U.S. for over 10 years.  Therefore, how long an individual has lived in 

the U.S. did influence voting.   

 Education and language also had a significant effect on whether or not an 

individual chooses to participate in transnational political activity.  With education, this 

only applied for those with a high school degree or lower.  It appears that once 

individuals obtained a college degree or higher, education was no longer an important 

factor in determining participation in politics across the border.  Nevertheless, education 

did affect voting in the 2006 election, a finding that is consistent with previous studies on 

transnational political behavior.  With language, it was individuals who were bilingual 

who were more likely to vote than individuals who were monolingual.   

 Finally, individuals who have some sort of financial tie to Mexico were also more 

likely to vote in the 2006 election.  It makes sense that an individual who is sending 

money home would be interested in elections in Mexico – the officials who come into 

office have the potential to affect the investments an individual might be making back 

home, or the organization or person the individual is sending money home to.  I did not 

choose to look at this question in my interviews, but it would not surprise me if I found 

similar results. However, during my interviews I did find that having other financial 
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investments in Mexico affected an individual‟s decision to vote.  Thus, financial ties to 

Mkexico clearly affected an individual‟s decision to vote.   

 Overall, I found that the people who were most likely to vote were those who 

were more connected to Mexico through transnational ties.  Because of their transnational 

ties and connections, those individuals were still invested in Mexico.  One individual I 

interviewed was actually against voting abroad for the most part because he felt that as an 

immigrant he was no longer part of the community.  He did, however, feel that there were 

some cases in which he could understand why people might still want to vote.  He 

explained that “if you live there, you own property there, you have other relatives that 

could be affected – that‟s a stake.  But it [your right to vote] depends on the level of your 

stake, your involvement in Mexico.”   

 I would venture to say that the decision to continue participating in politics across 

the border goes much deeper than transnational ties and connections.  Rather, it has to do 

with how immigrants identify themselves and how they feel others perceive them.  For 

example, when asked how he felt current events in Mexico affected his life, one man 

commented that it affects “how people see me as a migrant in the U.S.  How people 

perceive me as a migrant here – that‟s what affects my everyday life.”  Another woman 

explained that, “even though I don‟t live there, it‟s my country.”  People who voted or 

indicated that they wanted to vote typically made more of a connection between their 

lives in the U.S. and Mexico.  One woman explained, “I feel like I am Mexican, but I am 

American, too.”  Thus, people who see themselves as both American and Mexican, as 

belonging to neither one country or the other but both, who see and understand that these 
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identities are connected – those are the individuals who are most likely to participate in 

transnational political behavior.
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CONCLUSION: 

Making a Case for Further Study of the Transnational Political Activity 

of Mexican Immigrants 

Overview 

 The main findings from my thesis tell reveal a number of important insights on 

the factors influencing a person to vote in the 2006 Mexican Presidential election by 

absentee ballot.  First, transnationalism did indeed appear to play a role in determining 

who votes.  I used a number of variables in both my quantitative and qualitative research 

to test the effects of transnationalism on an individual‟s likelihood to continue voting in 

Mexican elections.  Of these, I found that higher education (being at least a high school 

graduate), having a financial stake in Mexico (through remittances, property, medical 

benefits, pensions, etc.) and how long an individual has been in the U.S. influenced an 

individual‟s decision to vote.  These findings support previous literature on transnational 

political activity about immigrants from other countries. What motivates and influences 

Mexican immigrants living in the U.S. to remain active in politics across the border is not 

dissimilar to what motivates and influences other immigrants who remain active in the 

politics of their home countries, specifically when it comes to education (Guarnizo et al), 

financial interests (Itzisoghn) and how long an individual has lived in the U.S. 

(Bermudez, Escobar, Guarnizo et al).   

 Bilingualism also seemed to be an important factor in determining how likely an 

individual was to have voted in the 2006 election.  The data from my quantitative 

research revealed that individuals who watched the news or read the newspaper in both 

English and Spanish were more likely to vote than those who only watched or read in one 
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language.  The individuals from my interviews who voted or showed interest in voting 

were also bilingual and watched the news in both languages.  Although the previous 

transnationalism literature does not address bilingualism and political activity, this 

finding is consistent with existing literature on this subject matter (Bermudez, Escobar, 

Guarnizo et al).  Bilingualism suggests that an individual is deeply embedded in both 

societies, and can therefore influence whether or not an individual chooses to remain 

active in the politics of his or her home country.   

 Finally, I found difficult requirements and a lack of information to be part of the 

reason people chose not to participate in the 2006 election.  I had actually chosen not to 

text for those two factors since Suro and Escobar had already done so using the same 

dataset from the Pew Hispanic Center that I used for my quantitative research.  However, 

when conducting my qualitative research, many individuals commented on the difficult 

requirements and not having enough information about the election, even though I never 

specifically asked them about such factors.  Many of the individuals I spoke with were 

unaware they were able to vote in the 2006 election, or did not have enough information 

at the time to be able to register, which supports previous studies on absentee voting in 

the 2006 election (Clausen and Velazquez, Suro and Escobar, Zepeda).  Additionally, 

many individuals expressed frustration over a difficult application process, particularly 

due to the fact that many of them did not have their voter credential and were unable or 

unwilling to return to Mexico to get one.  This finding further supports previous research 

on the subject (Clausen and Velazquez, Suro and Escobar).  Clearly, procedural issues 

and lack of information were factors in whether or not an individual chose to vote.  I 
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would, however, argue that they are not the only factors, but merely a couple of many 

factors which could potentially influence an individual‟s ability and desire to vote.   

Future Study 

 Although my findings indicate that higher education, having a financial stake in 

Mexico, how long an individual has been in the U.S., bilingualism, lack of information 

and procedural issues above as factors which play a role in whether or not an individual 

chooses to remain active in Mexican politics, there are certainly other factors that merit 

discussion.  The reasons previously mentioned merely represent results that I found in 

both my quantitative and qualitative work.  There were also several other variables I 

tested which yielded mixed results from quantitative and qualitative.  One of these was an 

individual‟s documentation or legal status.  While an individual‟s documentation did not 

have any effect on voting in my quantitative research, I found that all three of the 

individuals I interviewed who voted in the 2006 election were U.S. citizens.  Another 

individual who indicated that he had voted absentee ballot in a previous municipal 

election was not a U.S. citizen, but had held permanent residency in this country for over 

50 years.  Though I had a number undocumented individuals mention they were 

interested in voting, they did not have the ability to vote because of a lack of resources 

and the inability to cross the border for a voting credential.  Another variable that had 

mixed results from my quantitative and qualitative research had to do with a person‟s 

age.  My quantitative results showed that age did not affect voting, but findings from 

qualitative research indicated that age may actually have an effect on voting.  The 

individuals who voted in the 2006 election tended to be older; one was in the 45-54 age 

bracket, while the other two were both 65 or older.  Most of the individuals who said they 
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were interested in voting were also older.  None of the individuals from the youngest age 

bracket (18-25) were interested in voting at all.  Both these findings from my interviews 

(on age and legal status) support prior findings by Guarnizo et al.   

 In addition to the mixed results mentioned above, there were a few other factors 

that emerged from my interviews that were not in my quantitative research because they 

were not mentioned in the PEW Hispanic Center‟s survey.  These include whether or not 

an individual views the Mexican political system as corrupt, which family member a 

person remains in contact with and how close he or she is to that person, whether or not 

the individual is involved in a binational organization, differences between immigrant 

generations (first, 1.5 and second), and how participation in the U.S. political system 

facilitates participation in politics across the border.  Unfortunately, because I only 

interviewed 24 people, of which only 3 participated in the 2006 election, my findings 

from my qualitative data are not enough on their own to provide a compelling case for the 

influence of any of these factors on voting.  However, these variables might be a point for 

future study, especially since they have yet to be included in any sort of quantitative 

analysis.   

Though some of the mixed results and findings only from my qualitative research 

may not seem as strong as those results which I found in both my qualitative and 

quantitative research, I believe they still deserve further investigation for a couple of 

reasons.  First, the sample sizes for both my quantitative and qualitative research were 

small.  Out of the 987 individuals who participated in the survey, only 61 individuals 

registered to vote by absentee ballot in the 2006 Mexican Presidential election.  With 

such a small sample size, I was unable to run a logistic regression.  I only interviewed 24 
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individuals for my qualitative portion of the study.  Both of these samples are too small 

of a population to be able to make any generalizations about the population as a whole.  

A sample which includes more individuals who actually registered to vote might provide 

more insight and yield different results than the samples available to me for this study.  

Secondly, this was the first election in which Mexican immigrants were able to vote from 

abroad.  It is difficult to analyze trends in transnational voting when the possible 

participants have only had one opportunity to do so.  We may see a different outcome in 

the next election, as people begin to receive more information.  Due to the small sample 

sizes and the fact that the 2006 election is the only opportunity individuals have had to 

vote in a presidential election via absentee ballot, there is certainly the possibility that the 

factors I have mentioned might actually have an influence on an individual‟s decision to 

vote.  I would argue that there is room for future study, particularly as Mexico 

approaches its second presidential election in which absentee voting from abroad is 

allowed.     

Conclusion 

 This thesis has identified multiple factors that determine whether or not Mexican 

immigrants living in the U.S. choose to participate in transnational political activity.  It 

supports prior research on absentee ballot voting by Mexican expatriates during the 2006 

election by showing that lack of information and the difficult process to register were 

among the factors that influenced whether or not people voted.  It also supports previous 

studies on transnational political behavior which looked at immigrants from other 

countries.  The reasons or factors that lead Mexican immigrants in the U.S. to participate 

in transnational political activity appear to be similar to those that lead other immigrants 
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to remain active in the politics of their home country.  This is particularly true when it 

comes to higher education, how long an individual has been in the U.S., bilingualism and 

financial interests.  Additionally, it suggests a number of other factors that may also 

prove to be influential, with further study.  These factors include ties to specific family 

members, being part of a binational organization, legal status, generational differences, 

the perception of corruption and participation in the U.S. political system.  There are 

clearly many factors which influence transnational voting for Mexican immigrants, many 

of which have yet to be fully examined. 

 These factors are particularly important to pay attention to as the Mexican 

government gears up for its next presidential election in July.  While the government has 

not made any procedural changes regarding absentee ballot voting for expatriates, it has 

begun to advertise the election more.  Here in San Diego, there are advertisements for 

absentee ballot voting on both English and Spanish radio stations.  The IFE has also 

created an online network (Red de Vinculación del Voto de los Mexicanos Residentes en 

el Extranjero) in an attempt to spread information about voting through various 

organizations and other networks (Instituto Electoral Federal).  However, will 

advertising and increasing the amount of information available to Mexican immigrants in 

the U.S. about absentee ballot voting really be enough to substantially increase the 

number of ballots the IFE receives from outside of Mexico?  This will largely depend on 

how they advertise and the audience they target.  If they took the factors I found in this 

study into consideration when selecting their audience (in particular, individuals who are 

bilingual, have lived in the U.S. over 10 years, have a higher level of education and a 

financial stake in what is going on in Mexico), they might have a chance of increasing the 
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number of individuals who vote.  However, even if they do this, I still find it unlikely for 

them to receive a significantly higher number of ballots than before.  For one thing, 

applying for an absentee ballot is still difficult and a number of individuals are still barred 

from being able to do so.  Additionally, though I only have data from my qualitative 

research on this, I think it is safe to say that a number of people distrust the Mexican 

government and view the electoral process as corrupt.  Unfortunately, this may serve as a 

deterrent for many, even those who are still interested in what happens in Mexico.   

 In closing, there is no one factor that determines transnational political activity for 

Mexican immigrants.  There are many factors that interact with each other which either 

assist or prevent them from voting.  This thesis has demonstrated a number of these 

factors, and has provided insight on how the process of immigrating and an individual‟s 

transnational links continue to influence an individual‟s desire or ability to participate in 

the Mexican political system, even many years after he or she moved.  Transnationalism 

and the process of immigrating do indeed play a role in whether or not an individual 

chooses to vote.   The number of Mexican immigrants who continue to participate in 

politics across the border may never be large.  However, hopefully this thesis will help 

those who would like to reach out to individuals in the U.S. who are interested in voting 

by providing a better understanding of the various factors that increase the likelihood of 

immigrants being willing or able to remain active in Mexican politics.   
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