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the latest focus of such (re)enfranchising efforts. Public opinion plays a significant role in the

E Y xpanding suffrage is critical for democratic inclusion. In the United States, noncitizen residents are

passage of legislation expanding or restricting noncitizen access to local elections. Although elite
support for noncitizen suffrage is well-documented, little is known about public opinion toward such
noncitizen voter policies. What accounts for voter support for noncitizen electoral participation? We argue
that the partisan alignment between noncitizens and U.S. voters shapes U.S. voters’ support for noncitizen
voting rights. Evidence from two survey experiments suggests that U.S. voters are pragmatic in their
enfranchising preferences: voters increase their support for co-partisan enfranchisement but oppose this
same policy when considering out-partisans. These dynamics are present among both Republicans and
Democrats, underscoring the societal implications of heightened partisanship on American democracy.

INTRODUCTION

nJanuary 2022, Democratic New York City Mayor
IEric Adams signed a law that would grant over

eight hundred thousand noncitizens the right to
vote in city elections. In the United States, local non-
citizen suffrage is at the discretion of state and local
governments, with immigrants currently voting in rela-
tively high (e.g., city) and low (e.g., school board)
salience elections in 18 jurisdictions.! While several
Democratic leaders in New York City celebrated join-
ing the ranks of these enfranchising localities, many
Republican voters openly protested. Six months after
the bill’s signing, the State Supreme Court—in
response to a Republican voter-led lawsuit—ruled non-
citizen suffrage unconstitutional.

This partisan tension on noncitizen suffrage plays out
across the United States, with public opinion playing a
critical role in determining who selects representation
in American democracy. Noncitizen suffrage in many
U.S. localities has been granted directly through public
referendum, often in cities with Democratic leadership.
In contrast, referendums in other states have endorsed
a citizens-only model of electoral participation. Voters
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in seven, primarily Republican-led states, have banned
noncitizen suffrage.” Florida is one of the latest states to
ban noncitizen suffrage, with voters passing a constitu-
tional referendum endorsed by state Republicans in
2020, altering the State Constitution to ensure that
“only” (as opposed to “every”) U.S. citizen(s) are
eligible to vote state-wide. The apparent partisan
divide in (re)enfranchising noncitizens suggests that
partisanship may determine American voter attitudes.
This study is the first, to the best of our knowledge, to
explore partisanship’s impact on American public opin-
ion of noncitizen suffrage.” Partisanship is a fundamental
component of voters’ policy orientations: it influences
information consumption (e.g., Zaller 1992), shapes
social identities (e.g., Green, Palmquist, and Schickler
2004; Huddy, Mason, and Aarge 2015), and predicts
political behavior, including vote choice (e.g., Campbell
et al. 1960). Partisanship is even more influential in
determining voter preferences in the current polarized
context. Immigration is at the core of this partisan divide
(Hetherington and Rudolph 2015), with Democrats
often supporting open immigration policies and Repub-
licans favoring more punitive policies (Abrajano and
Hajnal 2015; Fraga, Velez, and West 2024; Sides, Tesler,
and Vavreck 2018). In this environment, Americans’
attitudes toward immigrant enfranchisement may be

2 Appendix A.1 of the Supplementary Material documents this
history, including a list of currently approved cases of noncitizen
suffrage. Supplemental Material in the Dataverse further discusses
state bans of noncitizen suffrage (Appendix A.2).

3 Rosenberg and Wejryd (2022) experimentally assess U.S. attitudes
toward voting requirements, including citizenship and economic
contributions. Others consider noncitizen suffrage in nonexperimen-
tal settings globally (e.g., Finn 2023; Vernby 2013).
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downstream of partisanship, with Democrats supporting
and Republicans opposing noncitizen suffrage.*

Yet American enfranchising attitudes may be more
pragmatic. We argue that the partisan alignment
between U.S. voters and noncitizens is consequential
for voters’ support for noncitizen voting rights—with
voters supporting suffrage conditionally on partisan
alignment. Voters may view enfranchisement of
co-partisans (or disenfranchisement of out-partisans)
as an opportunity to increase their party’s political
influence (see, e.g., Kayran and Nadler 2022), even
when noncitizen (dis)enfranchisement is opposed to
their party’s value-based prescriptions. Thus, rather
than a principled commitment or opposition to non-
citizen enfranchisement, we argue support is driven by
pragmatic preferences.’

The literature on party behavior supports this argu-
ment. Women’s enfranchisement in the United King-
dom depended on “the alignment of interests between
elected politicians and suffragists” (Teele 2018, 6).
Emigrant suffrage is also more likely when the diaspora
supports the incumbent party (Umpierrez de Reguero,
Yener-Roderburg, and Cartagena 2021; Wellman
2021). Even right-wing parties in Europe (e.g., Ireland
and France) have supported immigrant voting rights
when the immigrants were perceived to be conserva-
tive. Further, although left party control predicts the
timing of progressive noncitizen voting policies
(Kayran and Erdilmen 2020), these parties have
opposed enfranchisement when it may benefit their
political or economic opponents (Earnest 2006) despite
party principles championing immigrant suffrage (e.g.,
Hammar 1990).

These pragmatic party considerations may manifest
in public opinion. Specifically, Whitaker and Giersch
(2021) show that Republicans decrease their support
for immigration into the U.S. mainland from the Com-
monwealth when informed that the vote of Common-
wealth citizens could help a Democratic candidate win.®
Still, we know less about Republican attitudes when
their party could benefit from immigration and about
Democrats’ attitudes when their party could be actually
harmed by the vote choices of those immigrants.

Whether U.S. voters are principled or pragmatic
about noncitizen suffrage remains an open question.
If voters, like party elites, are pragmatic, both Demo-
crats and Republicans would support the expansion of
noncitizen voting rights for co-partisans but not for
counter-partisans. Democrats would not systematically

“One of few surveys suggests 69% of registered Democrats in
California support allowing noncitizen suffrage in school board
elections compared to 19% of Republicans (Institute of Governmen-
tal Studies 2023).

3 Following Tavits (2007), we define pragmatic preferences as a
welfare-maximizing motive: voters seek to maximize their party’s
vote share and possibly reaffirm their partisan identity when they
choose over noncitizen (dis)enfranchisement. In contrast, we define
principled preferences as an ideological motive, conforming to a
party’s value-based prescriptions.

% Goodman (2022) finds that Americans are similarly pragmatic
about immigration policy and democratic norms.

support and Republicans would not systematically
oppose noncitizen enfranchisement. Instead, Republi-
cans may be more likely and Democrats /ess likely to
support enfranchising Republican-voting noncitizens.

We explore U.S. voters’ attitudes toward noncitizen
local enfranchisement in two pre-registered survey
experiments: one in Florida and a second with a national
sample.” These experiments manipulate the partisan
alignment between U.S. voters and noncitizens, framing
noncitizens as either likely co- or counter-partisan voters.
We find that American voters increase their support for
noncitizen voting rights when noncitizens are framed as
likely co-partisan voters.® U.S. voters, however, strongly
decrease their support for this same policy when non-
citizens are framed as counter-partisan voters. Republi-
cans specifically increase while Democrats decrease their
support for noncitizen enfranchisement when consider-
ing noncitizen Republicans, suggesting that voters are
more pragmatic than principled.

This study contributes to two literatures. First, we
contribute an account of public support of immigrant
political rights to the immigrant and immigration atti-
tudes literature (see, e.g., Dinesen and Hjorth 2018;
Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014, for reviews). We fur-
ther add to existing migrant suffrage studies, which are
mostly centered on elite behavior (e.g., Wellman 2021).
We complement existing public opinion studies on the
relationship between immigrant characteristics and non-
citizen suffrage attitudes, finding that support increases
when the noncitizen electorate is small, of high socio-
economic status (Koukal, Schafer, and Eichenberger
2021; Stutzer and Slotwinski 2021), or formally assimi-
lated (Levy and Wright 2020). By focusing on both
immigrant and citizen characteristics, we elucidate one
condition underscoring support for noncitizens’ voting
rights: the alignment of their political identities.

Second, our findings highlight the consequences of
heightened partisan identification in contemporary
American democratic inclusion. New scholarship
reveals that Americans rationalize democratic norms
and restrictive public policies in accordance with their
partisanship (Goodman 2022; Simonovits, McCoy, and
Littvay 2022; Whitaker and Giersch 2021). Our study
extends this work, finding evidence that support for the
cornerstone of electoral democracy—suffrage—may
be constrained by the benefits to partisan opponents.
This has implications for the success of other
electorate-defining policies (e.g., gerrymandering and
residency requirements), suggesting policy support
depends partly on whether the population (e.g., felons
and minors) becomes politicized. These findings
thereby reveal a pernicious role of partisanship in
democratic inclusion, compelling policymakers and
scholars to consider the partisanship of policy benefi-
ciaries in predicting American public opinion.

7 Pre-registered with EGAP: 20220225AC, 20220811AB.

8 Not statistically significant in the Florida Study. This is further
discussed in the Results section and Appendix D of the Supplemen-
tary Material.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

We explore the role of voter-noncitizen partisan align-
ment in two survey experiments using diverse samples
of registered U.S. voters.” The first study (Florida
Study) includes a sample from Florida’s public voter
registration record. Florida is a relevant environment
for questions of immigrant suffrage as it hosts an ideo-
logically and demographically diverse immigrant pop-
ulation. The immigrant population and their suffrage
are more salient for Florida voters than for voters in
other states without recent political mobilization on the
issue. This Florida Study was fielded from March 8 to
April 17, 2022, resulting in 4,331 completed surveys
from Democratic, Republican, and Independent regis-
tered voters.

Our second study (U.S. Study) uses the same exper-
iment but expands our sample nationally. This study
assesses the generalizability of the Florida Study’s
results and measures U.S. voter-noncitizen partisan
alignment effects separately for Democrats and Repub-
licans. This national sample, therefore, includes only
self-identified Democratic and Republican registered
voters. Participants were recruited through CloudRe-
search. The survey was fielded between August 12 and
26, 2022, resulting in 3,617 completed surveys. Our
convenience samples are comparable to representative
samples of U.S. registered voters on key demographic
characteristics and attitudes, including partisan
strength and immigrant attitudes (see Table B.1 in the
Supplementary Material).

All participants were randomly assigned to one of three
vignettes, depicted in Figure 1: (1) a control vignette
describing that noncitizens can and do vote in some
local-level elections in the US, (2) a co-partisan vignette
where participants also read that if noncitizens were
allowed to vote in their state, experts expect many
enfranchised noncitizens to vote for their party, and
(3) a counter-partisan vignette where participants read
that experts expect many enfranchised noncitizens to vote
for the competing party if allowed to vote.'”

The vignettes’ content is based on opinions from
experts in national and local media, local official and
public statements, and expert interviews.!! We use the
same image across all experimental conditions to
reduce measurement error. We chose an image of a
self-identified Latino voter because Latinos represent
the largest immigrant-origin group in the US, and they
increasingly show variation in their partisan choice
(Fraga, Velez, and West 2024). This choice improves
the experimental design’s credibility and ecological
validity.

? IRB approvals and protocols are found in Supplementary Material
on the Dataverse (Appendix F).

10 No participants were told that noncitizens vote within their specific
state. Appendix Table B.2 shows balance across experimental
conditions.

' These opinions may not reflect true noncitizen vote choice or
partisanship. Appendix E in the Supplementary Material on the
Dataverse describes these opinions and discusses our design.
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We evaluate support for noncitizen voting rights with
four outcome measures, capturing attitudes and behav-
ior toward local noncitizen enfranchisement. Three
5-point scale attitudinal items on support for noncitizen
enfranchisement: “would you support granting legal
immigrants without citizenship the right to vote in U.
S./your local-level elections?”, and “would you support
allowing local [RESPONDENT’S STATE] govern-
ments to grant legal immigrants without citizenship
the right to vote in their local elections?”, and one
quasi-behavioral measure on willingness to acquire
information about noncitizen suffrage: “would you like
to learn more about noncitizen voting rights in another
state?” Participants choosing “Yes” received a link to a
website with information.

RESULTS

We present effect estimates using differences in means
with two-sample #-tests. The results are consistent with
ordinary least squares regression with control variables
and robust standard errors (see Appendix D of the
Supplementary Material), as pre-registered and
described in Appendix C of the Supplementary Material.

Figure 2 presents means across treatment groups and
the difference in means for our four outcomes. The
co-partisan treatment increased support for noncitizen
voting across the two studies and the three attitudinal
outcomes. For example, for the first outcome (top-left,
Pooled panel), support increased from an average of
2.71 in the control group to 2.83 in the co-partisan
group (p =0.007), a change equivalent to 0.07 standard
deviations (SDs). This substantively small treatment
effect is statistically significantly different from zero in
the U.S. Study (an effect of 0.13 SDs, p =0.0011) but not
in the Florida Study (0.02 SDs, p = 0.4).'> Conversely,
the counter-partisan treatment decreased support for
noncitizen voting from an average of 2.71 in the control
group to 2.35 in the counter-partisan group (p < 0.001).
This is equivalent to a change of 0.23 SDs, and substan-
tively equivalent to a change from being indifferent to
opposing noncitizen voting rights. This treatment effect
is statistically significant in the Florida Study (0.18 SDs,
p <0.001) and U.S. Study (0.29 SDs, p < 0.001).

We do not find that the treatments affect the likeli-
hood of seeing additional information on noncitizen
suffrage (bottom-right in Figure 2). It is possible that
measurement issues discouraged engagement with this
outcome. The item did not emphasize support for non-
citizen voting, and instead elicited willingness to learn
about noncitizen suffrage in other states alongside
announcing the end of the survey. It remains possible,
however, that (de)alignment of U.S. voter-noncitizen

12 Florida voters may be less inclined to overrule the recent consti-
tutional change or may be more informed about noncitizens’ parti-
sanship, responding less to the experimental manipulations. The
Florida sample over-represents college-educated voters, also possi-
bly explaining the smaller effects, as sophisticated voters may
respond less to the manipulations. Appendix D.1 of the Supplemen-
tary Material considers these possibilities further.
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FIGURE 1.

Experimental Conditions from the Perspective of a Floridian Democratic Participant

(a) Control condition

Legal immigrants can vote in some U.S. local elections. Many legally register and vote.

As you may be aware, for the first 150 years of U.S. history, non-citizen voting was common. Currently, fifteen local governments
across the U.S. allow non-citizens to vote in their local-level elections. Non-citizen voting legislation is also being considered in
cities in three additional states. No federal law explicitly prohibits the expansion of the right to vote in local elections.
These policies specifically allow some legal immigrants without citizenship to vote in elections for local-level offices. For example,
this includes elections for the mayor, comptroller, and city council.

(b) Co-partisan condition

Legal immigrants can vote in some U.S. local elections. Many legally register and vote Democrat.

A

As you may be aware, for the first 150 years of U.S. history, non-citizen voting was common. Currently, fifteen local governments
across the U.S. allow non-citizens to vote in their local-level elections. Non-citizen voting legislation is also being considered in
cities in three additional states. No federal law explicitly prohibits the expansion of the right to vote in local elections.

These policies specifically allow some legal immigrants without citizenship to vote in elections for local-level offices. For example,
this includes elections for the mayor, comptroller, and city council.

Officials in cities with new local-voting rights say they expect many of these immigrants to vote Democrat. If legal immigrants

were allowed to vote in local elections in Florida, experts similarly expect a large proportion of immigrants would register and vote
as Democrats.

(c) Counter-partisan condition

Legal immigrants can vote in some U.S. local elections. Many legally register and vote Republican.

As you may be aware, for the first 150 years of U.S. history, non-citizen voting was common. Currently, fifteen local governments
across the U.S. allow non-citizens to vote in their local-level elections. Non-citizen voting legislation is also being considered in
cities in three additional states. No federal law explicitly prohibits the expansion of the right to vote in local elections.

These policies specifically allow some legal immigrants without citizenship to vote in elections for local-level offices. For example,
this includes elections for the mayor, comptroller, and city council.

Officials in cities with new local-voting rights say they expect many of these immigrants to vote Republican. If legal immigrants
were allowed to vote in local elections in Florida, experts similarly expect a large proportion of immigrants would register and vote
as Republicans.
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FIGURE 2. Support for Noncitizen Local Suffrage by Treatment Groups
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present OLS estimates.

Note: Displays mean responses by treatment group and 95% confidence intervals. Tables D.1 and D.2 in the Supplementary Material

partisanship motivates voters’ support for noncitizen
enfranchisement, without (de)activating them to learn
about enfranchisement policies.

These results show that U.S. voters increase their
support for noncitizen local enfranchisement when
noncitizens vote for their party, and decrease their
support when noncitizens vote for the opposite party.
Finding that these dynamics are present among both
Democrats and Republicans would suggest that
U.S. voters are more likely to be pragmatic than prin-
cipled about extending the franchise to noncitizens.
Specifically, when reading that many noncitizens vote
Republican, Democrats may decrease and Republicans
increase their enfranchisement support—counter to
both parties’ ideologies.

The difference in outcome means presented in
Figure 3 suggests that this is indeed the case. Across
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studies and attitudinal outcomes, the counter-partisan
treatment decreases Democratic support for noncitizen
enfranchisement. Using the first outcome again as an
example (top-left, Pooled panel), we observe Demo-
cratic support decreasing from an average of 3.70 in
the control group to 3.02 in the counter-partisan group,
equivalent to a change of 0.5 SDs (p < 0.001). Substan-
tively, this corresponds to a change from support to
indifference toward noncitizen enfranchisement. This
treatment effect is statistically significant in both stud-
ies.> Conversely, the co-partisan treatment increases
Republican support for noncitizen voting from an aver-
age of 1.81 in the control group to 2.03 in the co-partisan

13 The Republican counter-partisan effect is also negative and signif-
icant in the U.S. Study.
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FIGURE 3. Support for Noncitizen Local Suffrage by Treatment Groups across Democrats and

Republicans
Pooled Florida Study U.S. Study Pooled Florida Study U.S. Study
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Note: Displays mean responses by treatment group and voter’s partisanship and 95% confidence intervals. Tables D.4-D.9 in the

Supplementary Material present OLS estimates.

group, a change equivalent to 0.18 SDs (p < 0.001). This
treatment effect is statistically significant in the
U.S. Study, but not in the Florida Study.'*

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our findings suggest that U.S. voters are pragmatic
about extending the local franchise to noncitizens.
Although U.S. voters are, on average, indifferent
toward local noncitizen suffrage, they oppose enfran-

14 Expected as only pre-registered and powered for the U.S. Study.
The Democratic co-partisan effect is also positive but not significant.
Appendix D.2 of the Supplementary Material discusses these parti-
san effects further.

chisement when noncitizens would vote for the oppos-
ing party. This runs contrary to party principles. Rela-
tive to the control condition, Democrats decreased and
Republicans increased their support for enfranchising
noncitizens who may vote Republican. We further find
the decreased support among Democrats in the
counter-partisan condition is slightly larger among
voters who are more open to immigration relative to
those holding less open immigration attitudes. Simi-
larly, the increased support among Republicans in the
co-partisan condition is larger among voters supporting
less open immigration.'> This provides further sugges-

15 These differences are not statistically significant. See Figure D.4 in
the Supplementary Material.
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tive evidence of voters’ pragmatic preferences on non-
citizen suffrage.

Importantly, our main results are not explained by a
general dislike of immigrants. Of course, support for
noncitizen voting is positively correlated with inclusion-
ary immigration attitudes. However, neither the
co-partisan nor the counter-partisan effect is systemat-
ically stronger among voters with pro- or anti-
immigration attitudes.'® This is consistent with Levy
and Wright (2020) who show that many of the same
people who broadly support legal immigration to the
US nevertheless oppose noncitizen enfranchisement,
possibly because voting rights are conceived as exclu-
sive to citizens.

Although our analysis cannot adjudicate between
mechanisms for our findings, our explanation is better
aligned with a party competition than a group-centrist
paradigm, as the vignette raises the electoral stakes of
noncitizen suffrage. Nevertheless, our results may be
explained in part by ingroup favoritism and outgroup
derogation (i.e., a sense of self-enhancing explanation).
Future work can untangle these two possible mechanisms
by contrasting effects across weakly and strongly expres-
sively identified partisans (e.g., Huddy, Mason, and Aarge
2015), or by augmenting the number of experimental
conditions. Moreover, assessing whether our findings are
heightened among the broader American population—
who may be to the ideological left of registered voters
(Dassonneville et al. 2021) and are therefore more open to
immigrant enfranchisement—would add to the under-
standing of pragmatic partisanship in enfranchising atti-
tudes. Further, our study is not designed to inform
variation in voter characteristics or state contexts in which
American voters are more or less pragmatic about non-
citizen enfranchisement. Future research can explore
these dynamics and other determinants of attitudes
toward noncitizen voting with larger samples of voters.

Our findings contribute to the existing literature on
enfranchisement, presenting one of the first explora-
tions of the role of voter-noncitizen partisan alignment
on U.S. voters’ support for immigrant enfranchisement.
As many enfranchising and constitutional restricting
policies succeeded through public referendum and
broader citizen mobilization, our study’s focus on pub-
lic opinion specifically adds a critical piece to the
enfranchising puzzle, revealing that partisan congru-
ence with migrants—as seen among parties—is a rele-
vant force motivating noncitizen electoral access. This
conclusion provides significant implications for the
study of immigrant inclusion and party polarization
globally, elucidating the limits of ideological principles
when in conflict with possible party electoral losses.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055424000522.

16 See Figure D.4 in the Supplementary Material.
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