
Immigrants could shift public policy if their opinions 
differ from those of other Americans.1 Our earlier research 
found that immigrants and native-born Americans have 
ideological, political, and public policy opinions that dif-
fer to a statistically insignificant extent.2 In this report we 
further separate immigrant political and policy opinions 
by citizenship status. Noncitizen immigrants cannot vote 
but their political opinions are mostly similar to those of 
natives. However, naturalized citizen-immigrants who can 
vote have political opinions even closer to those of natives 
and are near-fully assimilated into the political mainstream. 

Measuring the Political Assimilation of Immigrants 
and Their Descendants

This analysis is based on responses from the nation-
wide biennial General Social Survey (GSS) conducted by 
the National Opinion Research Center at the University of 
Chicago. The GSS data allows us to directly3 measure the 
opinions of immigrants and their descendants.4 We com-
pared responses to questions of political party identifica-
tion, ideology, and policy preferences from native-born 
Americans by generation to immigrants by citizenship for 
the years 2004–2014.5 We checked whether their responses 
were similar to those of native-born Americans or whether 
they differed to a statistically significant extent.6 The size 
of the samples varies by the question asked and generation 
polled. The numbers polled for each question are in Table 2. 

Table 1 defines each generation. The second generation 
and each subsequent generation are all American citizens 
at birth. We define assimilation as when the differences of 
opinion between immigrants and native-born Americans are 
statistically insignificant (henceforth  “similar”). 

Political Party Identification. Figure 1 shows that all 
immigrants—citizens and noncitizens alike—are more 
likely to be independent, about as likely to identify as 
Democratic, and less likely to identify as Republican. 
Political party identification is not a measurement of the 
political parties or candidates that the respondents actu-
ally vote for; it is merely their own self-identification. For 
instance, immigrants who are independent mostly vote for 
Democratic candidates even though they do not self-identi-
fy as Democrats.7

Immigrant differences are statistically significant 
because they are more likely to be independent, not 
because they are more likely to be Democratic. Those 
 statistically significant differences in Figure 1 become 
insignificant when only naturalized immigrants are com-
pared to natives although this result could be driven by 
small sample sizes (see Figure 2). Naturalized immigrants 
still support Democrats more than Republicans, and their 
support for Independents falls by over 10 percentage points 
compared to all immigrants and nonnaturalized immi-
grants. The responses of naturalized immigrants partially 
converge with those of natives in Figure 2 and close further 
in subsequent generations (Figure 3). 

Nonnaturalized immigrants and natives have different 
political party affiliations to a statistically significant extent 
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(see Figure 4). The political party affiliations of naturalized 
immigrants are more similar to those of other Americans 
by generation, while noncitizen immigrants have very dif-
ferent opinions (see Figure 4). Over time, each generation 
is slightly more Republican and slightly less Democratic 
than the previous generation. Noncitizen immigrants are 
significantly more Independent than first-, second-, third-, 
and fourth-generation Americans. 

Political Ideology. Immigrants and natives share statisti-
cally similar political ideologies, though immigrants are 
slightly more liberal and moderate while natives are more 
conservative (Figure 5). 

Naturalized immigrants are similar to native-born 
Americans (Figure 6). They are less liberal and less 
moderate but more conservative than all immigrants. 
Noncitizen immigrants are more liberal, more moderate, 
and less conservative than both natives and naturalized 

immigrants (Figure 7). Figure 8 shows that noncitizen 
immigrants have opinions that are a bit different from 
those of native-born Americans and naturalized immi-
grants. Those slight differences in opinion nearly disappear 
among naturalized immigrants and fade further with each 
new generation. Immigrants and their descendants are not 
a statist fifth  column. 

Public Policies. This section analyzes responses to spe-
cific policy questions. The first question is whether the gov-
ernment should do more or less. All immigrants are more 
likely to say the government should do more than all natives 
are (see Figure 9). 

That finding is less important than it seems for two 
reasons. First, broad survey questions like this are poor 
at measuring actual policy preferences whereas questions 
about specific policies produce a more accurate picture of 
immigrant policy preference. Second, the opinions become 
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Table 1
Respondent Categories 

 Born in U.S. Both Parents Born in U.S. All Four Grandparents Born in U.S.

First Generation/Immigrant No No No

Second Generation Yes No No

Third Generation Yes Yes No

Fourth Generation or Greater Yes Yes Yes

Native-Born American Yes N/A N/A

Figure 1
Political Party Affiliation of All Immigrants and Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Note: D means Democratic Party and R means Republican Party.
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Table 2
Number of Responses per Question and Generation

Source: The General Social Survey, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Question 1st Generation
1st-Generation 

Citizen
1st-Generation 

Noncitizen 2nd Generation 3rd Generation 4th+  Generation

Political Party Affiliation           1,560             129            118 558 530 7,900

Ideology           1,344               74             66 491 459 6,866

Government Do More 
or Less              927            284            332 328 292 4,583

Government Spending 
on Welfare               714              97              94 275 264 3,864

Social Security Benefit 
Levels            1,431            433           448 538 521 7,667

Government  Spending 
to Improve/Protect 
Environment              727           206            242 281 263 3,891

Government Should 
Reduce Income 
 Differences              966            296           350 341 299 4,676

Marijuana Should be 
Legalized              902            279            327 322 280 4,372

Government Assistance 
to Poor              962            292            347 335 295 4,622

Number of Immigrants             990            276            314 359 368 5,271

Figure 2
Political Party Affiliation of Naturalized Immigrants and Natives
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Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.



similar when only citizen-immigrants are compared to 
natives (see Figure 10). noncitizen immigrants are more 
likely than naturalized immigrants and natives to say that 
the government should do more. Naturalized immigrants 
and every subsequent generation answer this question simi-
larly while nonnaturalized immigrant opinions differ to a 
statistically significant extent (see Figure 11). 

Responses to many of the following policy questions 
show that all immigrants have policy opinions that are 
similar to all natives and every subsequent generation of 
Americans. Their responses converge when only natural-
ized immigrants are compared to natives but in some of the 
questions that effect could be driven by small sample sizes 
so some caution is warranted. Naturalized immigrants, all 
native-born Americans, and each generation of Americans 
have similar opinions on government spending for welfare 
programs (see Figures 12 and 13), Social Security benefit 
levels (see Figures 14 and 15), government spending on 
the environment (see Figures 16 and 17), and government 
reducing income differences (see Figures 18 and 19). For 
figures 12 through 17, noncitizen immigrant opinions do 
not differ to a statistically significant extent but the gaps 
are wide and many are just barely insignificant. nonciti-
zens are more likely to oppose marijuana legalization but 
naturalized immigrants support legalization as much as 
all natives do (see Figures 20 and 21). All immigrants are 
more likely to support increased government assistance to 
the poor but the opinion of immigrant citizens is similar to 
those of natives (see Figures 22 and 23). 

Opinions about immigration policy differ the most 
between immigrants and natives. Immigrant citizens and 
noncitizens are much more supportive of increasing the 
number of immigrants relative to all natives (Figure 24). 
Subsequent generations are progressively more opposed 

to immigration (Figure 25). The large difference between 
immigrants and natives in this policy area, larger than 
any other, could explain the discontinuity between immi-
grant political party affiliations and their actual votes 
for the relatively pro-immigration Democratic Party.8 If 
the Republican Party was more supportive of expanding 
legal immigration, it might be able to attract many of the 
Republican-identifying immigrants who frequently vote for 
the Democratic Party.

Conclusion
Immigrants and natives differ more on their opin-

ions about immigration policy than any other issue area, 
which might explain why so many immigrants who 
self-identify as Republicans or Independents end up 
voting for Democratic candidates. On the other issues 
examined here, naturalized immigrants and natives have 
mostly similar political, ideological, and policy opinions, 
although some of these results could be driven by rela-
tively small sample sizes (see Table 2). Nonnaturalized 
immigrants differ greatly from natives on some of the 
issues examined here. There are several possible rea-
sons why  naturalized immigrants are better politically 
assimilated. The first is that the curriculum of American 
 history and civics during the naturalization process actu-
ally changes their opinions. Another possible explanation 
is that immigrants who choose to naturalize already share 
American opinions while immigrants who disagree tend 
not to naturalize. A third explanation is that immigrants 
who naturalize have lived in the United States longer than 
other immigrants, thus giving them more time to politi-
cally assimilate. Regardless of the reasons, naturalized 
immigrants and subsequent generations are politically and 
ideologically well assimilated. 
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Figure 3
Political Party Affiliation of Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 5
Ideology of All Immigrants and Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 4
Political Party Affiliation of Noncitizen Immigrants and Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 6
Ideology of Naturalized Immigrants and Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 7
Ideology of Noncitizen Immigrants and Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 8
Ideology of Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 9
Should Government Do More or Less? All Immigrants and All Natives 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 10
Should Government Do More or Less? Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 11
Should Government Do More or Less? Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 12
Government Spending on Welfare Programs—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 13
Government Spending on Welfare Programs—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

Too Little About Right Too Much 

Pe
rc

en
t o

f R
es

po
nd

en
ts

 

1st-Generation Noncitizen 1st-Generation Citizen 2nd Generation 

3rd Generation 4th Generation 



10

Figure 14
Social Security Benefit Levels—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives 

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 15
Social Security Benefit Levels—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 16
Spending to Improve and Protect the Environment—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 17
Spending to Improve and Protect the Environment—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of 
Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 18
Government Should Reduce Income Differences—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 19
Government Should Reduce Income Differences—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of 
Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 20
Marijuana Should be Legalized—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 21
Marijuana Should be Legalized—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 22 
Government Assistance to the Poor—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 23 
Government Assistance to the Poor—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 24 
Number of Immigrants—Immigrants by Naturalization and All Natives

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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Figure 25 
Number of Immigrants—Immigrants by Naturalization and Each Generation of Americans

Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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