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Abstract: Although the under-participation of ethnic minorities
in the electoral field is frequently observed, the nuances of their
political engagement remain relatively unexplored by scholars.
Particularly, little empirical analysis has attempted to identify
the barriers faced by first-generation immigrants to adopt a party
preference in their host country. Drawing on a unique survey data
with a large sample of first-generation immigrants (N= 2,648) in a
new migration country (Spain), this article explores the relevance
of different set of factors (cultural proximity vs immigration status)
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in explaining the acquisition of a party preference among this
minority population. We find that cultural proximity (as defined
by the country of origin: Latin-American vs the rest) is a strong
predictor for the acquisition of a party preference. Additionally, our
results suggest that the predictive strength of this factor is reinforced
through a naturalization regime that facilitates full political rights
to culturally closer immigrants, thus reinforcing their a priori better
conditions for political integration. Finally, the results also suggest
that permissive (rather than restrictive) naturalization policies
might work better to secure the political integration of migrant
minorities.

Key words: acquisition of party preference; immigrants; cultu-
ral proximity; immigration status; naturalization.

Resumen: Aunque la baja participacion de las minorias inmi-
grantes en el campo electoral es algo que se observa con frecuencia,
las razones que estdn detrds de su vinculacién con lo politico es-
tdn relativamente poco exploradas por los académicos. En especial,
son pocos los estudios empiricos que hayan buscado identificar las
barreras con las que los inmigrantes de primera generacion se en-
cuentran para desarrollar una preferencia partidista en su pais de
acogida. Gracias a los datos de una escueta tinica con un amplio
niimero de casos de inmigrantes de primera generacion (N=2.648)
en un nuevo pais de acogida (Esparia), este trabajo explora la
relevancia de dos tipos de factores (proximidad cultural vs esta-
tus de inmigracion) para entender la adquisicion de preferencia
partidista en esta poblacién minoritaria. Encontramos que la pro-
ximidad cultural (definida por el pais de origen: Latinoamericanos
vs el resto) es un fuerte predictor para entender la adquisicion de
identificacion partidista. Mds atin, nuestros resultados sugieren
que la capacidad explicativa de este factor se ve reforzada a través
de un régimen de naturalizacion del inmigrante que facilita la
adquisicion completa de derechos politicos a aquellos inmigrantes
culturalmente cercanos, lo que, a su vez, refuerza las condiciones
para una mejor integracion politica. Finalmente, los resultados
muestran que politicas de naturalizacion permisivas (versus aquie-
llas restrictivas) ayudan a la integracion politica de las minorias
inmigrantes.

Palabras clave: adquisicion de preferencias partidistas;
inmigrantes; proximidad cultural; estatus de inmigracion; natura-
lizacion.
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INTRODUCTION

Immigrant populations encounter several barriers to
participation in their host country’s political system. The latest
Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) warns that a large part
of the foreign population does not have the right to vote, that
immigrants lack representation, and that policies for implementing
their participation rights often fail (Huddleston et al., 2015). Across
countries, immigrants have played an increasingly important role as
they claim greater political rights and visibility.

However, political participation does not occur spontaneously.
In order to orient themselves within the larger political system,
individuals tend to acquire a party preference. As several scholars
have shown, expressing a preference for a political party is a key
predictor of political participation among the general population
(Dalton and Wattenberg, 2002), as well as among ethnic minorities
composed primarily of immigrants (Kam and Ortiz, 1998; Uhlaner
& Garcia, 2005).

Thus, the acquisition of a party preference among migrants can
be considered an initial but central step towards understanding
the patterns of political integration of immigrant minorities. This
issue has been particularly studied in countries with histories of
migration (Wong, 2000), but it has been overlooked so far in new
immigration contexts. Since political integration has an essential,
dynamic character across generations, an analysis of the factors that
facilitate or hamper the acquisition of a party preference among the
foreign-born population —first-generation immigrants— should
shed light on the early stages of this process. In this article we take
the acquisition of a party preference as a proxy or indicator of the
specific barriers and challenges that migrants face in the process
of getting acquainted with a new political system. We assume that
our dependent variable is a good measure of political integration
for immigrants in its institutional dimension, as we capture those
who feel attached to a political party together with those that
turned out to vote (see the theoretical section below for a detailed
operationalization of the dependent variable).

Our study offers the opportunity to test established theories in
a new immigration country by studying the acquisition of political
preferences among the foreign-born population in Spain. We
aim to answer, at least, three set of relevant questions: (1) what

MIGRACIONES 51 (2021). ISSN: 2341-0833 123-151



126 Josep Lobera, Santiago Pérez-Nievas y José Rama

sociodemographic factors account for the acquisition of a party
preference among first-generation migrants? Do these factors work
similarly or differently to predict the acquisition of a party preference
among first-generation migrants than they do to explain political
involvement in the population at large? (2) What is the relevance
of cultural-linguistic proximity in the early stages of political
integration of migrant minorities? Are migrant minorities who
share linguistic or cultural traits with the host society more prone to
acquire a party preference than those minorities who are linguistic
and culturally further apart? and (3) Can the immigration status of
migrant minorities be more relevant than their cultural background
to explain their incorporation into a new political system? Or it
might be that cultural factors and immigration status reinforce
one another? What is the role of naturalization and/or European
citizenship in the political incorporation of migrant minorities?

To answer these questions, we structure the article as follows.
In the next section, we contextualize the Spanish case, describing
briefly the main migration flows to Spain over the last two decades
and paying particular attention to their differences in cultural
background, immigration status, and voting rights. In the second
section we present the literature review, and we formulate our
main hypothesis. In the third section, we discuss the data, the
operationalization of the variables, and the models presented to
answer our questions. In the final section, we present the results and
comment on our main findings.

1. THE SPANISH CONTEXT: DIFFERENCES IN THE
IMMIGRATION STATUS AND THE CULTURAL-LINGUISTIC
PROFILE OF IMMIGRANT MINORITIES IN SPAIN

The Spanish case is analytically useful to shed light on mechanism
of the impact of cultural/linguistic proximity and immigration
status on political integration for a number of reasons. First, it is
only relatively recent that the country has become an immigration-
receiving country. It also stands out as one of the EU Member States
that witnessed the most rapid and accelerated intake of migrants.
Such inflows intensified especially since the beginning of the 2000s
to the extent that the stock of foreign-born residents increased, from
3% of the total population in the late 1990s to 14% in 2019 (Figure 1).
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By 2017, the number of foreign-born residents was exceeding the 6.7
million, making Spain one of the main European destinations for
both intra-EU and non-EU migrants.

Ficure 1

EVOLUTION OF THE STOCKS OF FOREIGN-BORN RESIDENTS
IN SPAIN, 1998-2019. TOTAL NUMBERS AND SHARES OVER
THE TOTAL POPULATION
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Source: own elaboration with the data of the Spanish National Institute for Statistics (INE), several
years.

Secondly, the migrant population in Spain is highly diverse in
terms of the national origin of its migration flows. Until mid-1990s,
there was a predominance of European immigration, fewer inflows
from Africa (mostly Morocco), and quite limited arrivals from
Latin American (Cebolla Boado & Gonzalez Ferrer, 2008). Since
the early 2000s, immigration from Africa intensified, particularly
with new arrivals of labour migrants from Morocco, whereas the
stocks of Latin Americans diversified, with language closeness and
postcolonial ties favouring inflows of Ecuadorians, Colombians,
Peruvians and Bolivians in search for job opportunities. From the
mid to late 2000s, there was a new arrival of European migrants.
Within this group, we can generally distinguish inflows originating
from Western Europe (especially Germany, the UK and France),
driven primarily by lifestyle migration and highly qualified jobs
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(Rodriguez et al., 2010; Janoschka, 2011) from those originating in
new EU member-states (particularly Romania and Bulgaria) more
frequently driven by labour-market opportunities of the fast-growing
Spanish economy before 2008.

Figure 2 shows the distribution of the most sizeable groups of
foreign-born residents in Spain in 2017, i.e. the year of the survey
data that we analyse below. Latin Americans were then the largest
migrant community (38% of all foreign-born residents), with most
of them coming from Ecuador (6.5%), Colombia (6%), Argentina
(4.1%), Venezuela (3.4%), Peru (3.1%), Bolivia (2.7%), or the
Dominican Republic (2.7%). Migrants from the EU28 countries
accounted for 29.1%, with the most sizeable communities originating
from Romania (9.9%), the UK (4%), France (3.3%), and Germany
(2.7%). Other than that, Moroccans (13%) were the largest group
by national origin, well ahead of China (3.1%) the next largest non-
Latin American non-EU group.

FIGURE 2

FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION IN SPAIN, BY ORIGINS (MOST
SIZEABLE GROUPS) IN 2017. SHARE OF EACH GROUP FROM
THE FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION

% foreign-born population by country of origin (2017)
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Source: own elaboration with the data of the Spanish National Institute for Statistics (INE), 2017.
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Thirdly, these migrant groups also differ significantly in the
citizenship status that each group enjoys and thus the legal pathways
of access to Spanish politics (Pérez-Nievas et al., 2014) to the extent
we might talk of a certain “hierarchy” between groups according to
their national origin. These inequalities between groups in terms
of immigration status arise basically from two factors: European
citizenship, on the one hand, and the differences in access to
naturalization (i.e., the take-up of Spanish citizenship) applied to
different nationalities of origin.

As European citizens, the nationalities from the EU enjoy full
access to residence rights and the labour market. Additionally, EU
citizens enjoy the right to vote and stand as candidates in both
Spanish local elections and European Elections, upon arrival to
the country. Nonetheless, it must be noted that EU migrants face
higher administrative barriers before they can exercise their voting
rights at the local or European level: whereas Spanish citizens are
registered automatically from the information provided by the local
administrative census (Padrén), European citizens are required
to register on the electoral roll the first time they vote in a local
election. There are other national minorities that have voting rights
“on paper” but with little effects “in practice”.

After a number of reciprocity agreements signed by the Spanish
Statein 2011, immigrant residents from ten other non-EU nationalities
(some of them Latin American) can access —at least formally— the
right to active “suffrage” in local elections, provided they meet certain
criteria which are, however, much stricter for them than for EU
citizens: in order to be entitled to vote they need to have resided in
Spain “legally” for at least five years, and those finally entitled have
to register on the electoral roll for every local election. As a result
—also from the lack of institutional campaigns to inform about
these rights— the impact of these bilateral agreements on the actual
voting rights of the foreign population in Spain has been negligible,
particularly if we compare it to that of European citizenship?.

2 The 2011 bilateral agreements involved Bolivia, Cape Green, Colombia,
Chile, Ecuador, Iceland, New Zealand, Norway (1990), Paraguay and Peru, thus
including some of the most relevant immigrant Latin American nationalities
in Spain. In the previous local election (2015) to our survey data, only 21,609
Latin Americans were registered to vote via these bilateral agreements, by con-
trast to the 450.000 European Citizens registered to vote in those same elections
(Data from the National Statistics Institute, INE, Electoral Census of Foreign

MIGRACIONES 51 (2021). ISSN: 2341-0833 123-151



130 Josep Lobera, Santiago Pérez-Nievas y José Rama

However, even if migrant minorities of EU origin enjoy a
privileged immigration status in the short term, those from Latin-
Americans also have their own advantages that arise from their
preferential access to naturalization. Whereas the standard ordinary
naturalization process requires a qualifying period of ten years of
prior legal residence, nationalities that share past colonial ties with
Spain —which includes all Latin American countries>— benefit from
a fast track access after only two years of residence and they are also
allowed to keep double nationality. Such institutional arrangement
clearly places Latin Americans in a better position than other groups
to access Spanish nationality, which is demonstrated by the fact that,
of the 1,291,379 migrants naturalised in Spain in the period 1996-
2015, 76% of them were Latin-Americans, followed by Moroccans
(15%), whereas only 2% were from EU nationalities.

In short, these differences in access to political rights generate
a diverse political opportunity structure for participation, creating
different incentives structures for migrants to get involved in the
politics of the host country. Nevertheless, following the above-
mentioned idea of a hierarchy of migrant groups in terms of political
rights, it is not self-evident what group —whether EU nationalities
or those from Latin-America— should be placed first at the top. On
the one hand, EU immigrants clearly enjoy an advantage in the short
term, given their access to residential and political rights (at the local
level) upon arrival. However, EU immigrants have few incentives to
naturalize and they face higher barriers than Latin Americans to
do so. On the other hand, Latin American immigrants have a less
favourable immigration status than EU citizens upon arrival —like
the rest of third country nationals—, but they have a privileged
access to naturalization — demonstrated by the fact that they do
indeed naturalize at much higher rates than other groups. At the
bottom of the political rights’ hierarchy, we find those migrants who
are neither European citizens, nor do they have a privileged access to

Residents, CERE for the local elections of 2011 and 2015. Available at https://
www.ine.es, last accessed 17/01/2021) Hence we argue that the impact in vot-
ing rights for immigrants from these bilateral agreements has been negligible
and discard it in our theoretical framework as a relevant incentive for political
engagement.

3 Citizens from Guinea Equatorial and the Philippines (as former Spanish
colonies) also benefit from this fast track naturalization but the size of migrant
minorities from these two nationalities are numerically irrelevant.
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naturalization: a heterogeneous group that includes North Africans,
Sub-Saharan Africans and Asian minorities. In the next two sections
we theorize how these differences in immigration status might have
an impact (separately or combined with cultural characteristics) to
produce different outcomes in the political incorporation of different
minorities (as measured by the acquisition of a party preference).

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this article we are not interested in the acquisition of party
preference as a predictor of electoral turnout or vote choice, but
as a proxy or indicator of the specific barriers and challenges that
migrants face in the process of getting acquainted with a new
and different political system (given that they are first-generation
immigrants), i.e. the political system of their host society. In this
respect our dependent variable can be possibly best related to
the more general concept of political engagement, yet with the
particular connotation that we analyse the political engagement of
first-generation migrants in their process of getting acquainted with
a political system that is new to them. This is why we define and
operationalize our dependent variable as a compound variable to
identify those migrants who are able to choose a party (any party),
either because they voted for it (for that minority in our migrants’
sample who are citizens and have the right to vote), or because they
expressed sympathy for it; and distinguish them from those migrants
who did not vote, nor did they declare sympathy for any party.

Keeping in mind that we analyse a form of political engagement
for a quite specific population subgroup (first-generation migrants)
we start this theoretical section from the assumption that some of
the factors that determine the political engagement of this subgroup
might be different —and unique to the migration experience—
from the factors that determine the political engagement of the
population at large (see De Roiij’s, 2012, p. 457). In fact, our two
main independent variables —cultural proximity and immigration
status— clearly belong to the category of “different” factors, directly
connected to the specific conditions of first-generation migrants,
which cannot be applied to the rest of the population. Nonetheless,
the political engagement of migrants can also be influenced by many
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of the same individual factors (gender, age, education, etc.) that have
an effect on the political engagement of the population at large, even
if these individual factors work differently (or not) for their specific
subgroup (De Roiij’s, 2012, p. 457).

Following the aforementioned distinction, in this section we
revise the factors that might have an impact on the probability of
migrants to acquire a preference with a political party. We start with
a subsection about the effects of sociodemographic factors. We then
move to examine how cultural proximity (as defined by country of
origin) caninfluence the political engagement of migrants considering
the specificities of the Spanish context. Finally, we theorize about the
effects of immigration status, while also specifically revising how the
Spanish naturalization regime can affect the political engagement of
migrants. This final subsection explores whether cultural proximity
and immigration status can operate combined or separately, to
influence the political engagement of immigrant minorities.

2.1. Sociodemographic Factors

Political behaviour has been traditionally explained as a gender-
differentiated phenomena. These differences may derive from
dissimilar socialization processes that can consequently influence
access to political knowledge and political engagement (Fraile,
2014). Whereas some previous studies have found that males tend to
be more interested in, attentive to, and knowledgeable about politics
(Bennett and Bennett, 1989) other studies however show that
females are more likely to report a partisan identification than males
(Campbell, 1960). Thus, we include gender as a control variable in
our analysis below with no particular expectation.

However, we have more clear expectations with regard to
the effect of education on the political engagement of migrants.
Classical works on political behaviour have universally established
that education reduces the costs of voting by equipping people with
the skills that are needed to gain political knowledge and efficacy
(Gallego, 2010). Additionally, the level of education often shows
the greatest impact on the likelihood of political participation
(Adamson, 2007). Therefore, we expect higher levels of educational
attainment to have a positive effect on the capability of migrants to
acquire a party preference.
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With regard to age we derive some contradictory expectations
from previous literature. On the one hand, it is well-known from
traditional studies of political engagement that young people hold less
clear political preferences and show weaker party identification than
older people (Dassonneville, 2013, p. 43), even if they might be more
open to other non-institutional forms of participation. In the case of
migrants, however, the effect of age might be intermediated by two
factors that are specific to the migrant experience: length of stay, on
the one hand, and the age of migrants at the time of arrival. Duration
of stay in the host country obviously matters, by shaping migrants’
familiarity with the new political system (Morales & Giugni, 2011;
Schonwilder, 2013). But time of residence can also interact with
different age groups, in the case of migrants, to upturn the positive
effect that classical studies attribute to age on institutional political
engagement. In this respect, Portes et al. (2012) identified age as
a retarding factor of adaptation among foreign-born migrants (see
also Morales, 2011). Delving deeper into this line of reasoning, older
age might be negatively associated with the acquisition of a party
preference, particularly for those individuals who arrived to the host
society as adults, or after a certain age threshold, which makes them
less malleable to the influence of socialization processes. Although
time affects acculturation, younger generations of immigrants might
be more easily affected by this process in the host country than older
ones. Thus, we include both length of stay and age at the time of
arrival to the host country as control variables, expecting a positive
effect in the first case, and a negative effect in the second.

2.2. Cultural and Linguistic Proximity

Having the language of the host society as native tongue can act
as a key factor in political integration, particularly in its early phases,
and even more so in new migration countries where most members
of ethnic minorities are first-generation residents, as it is the case
of Spain. Knowledge of the language of the host society can play
an essential role to acquire social capital (Heizmann & Boehnke,
2016) as well as feeling of belonging to the host country (Lobera,
2021), and it is an essential skill for political participation (Barreto
& Muioz, 2003; Morales, 2011; Morales & Giugni, 2011; Cinalli &
Giugni, 2011). More importantly, language barriers impose high
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information costs to non-native speakers (Hawthorne, 2005; Soto
& Merolla, 2006), and can act as important constraints on access
to political information (Wong, 2000), a crucial aspect for getting
aquatinted with the political system of the host country, and more
specifically with its party system. More generally, language skills in
the (predominant) language of the host country can be central to
the initial adaptation of immigrants (Calvo Buezas, 2019, p. 107).
Low levels of proficiency in the language of the host society by
immigrants can result in a lower ability to access social services,
downward assimilation, failure to naturalize, and restriction to
co-ethnic enclaves (Portes et al., 2009; Duncan & Waldorf, 2009;
McAreavey, 2017; Gustafson & Cardozo, 2017).

Given the advantages that having the predominant language of
the host society as mother tongue can provide, particularly in the
initial phases after arrival, it is not surprising the pulling effect that
the fast-expanding Spanish economy of the 2000’s had on a number
of Latin-American nationalities, to which Spain offered linguistic and
cultural proximity and thus (potentially) lower cost of integration
(Connor & Massey, 2010; Joppke, 2005; Pamies et al., 2021). Although
Latin-American immigrants may still face discrimination based on
their accent, or other difficulties (particularly in Spanish regions
with co-official regional languages), the advantage that Spanish as
predominant language provides to Latin-Americans in relation to
other migrant minorities cannot be overrated.

In this sense the country of origin of migrant minorities (Latin-
American origin versus the rest) possibly transcends the mere
linguistic proximity and also captures a cultural dimension that
creates a more favourable context of reception for Latin-Americans.
This more favourable environment for their integration (also in the
political sphere) can be seen in different domains. For instance,
although levels of hostility towards immigrants are generally lower
in Spain than in other European countries (Heath and Richards
2019), surveys measuring attitudes towards immigrants consistently
find that Latin Americans attract the most positive attitudes, more
positive than those towards other Western European nationalities
(Lasala-Blanco et al.,, 2021). This more favourable context of
reception works in addition to the greater resources enjoyed
by Latin-American migrants from having Spanish as their first
language. Considering all the above, in our data analysis below we
expect to find a positive effect of having a Latin-American origin
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on the political engagement of immigrants (as measured as by the
acquisition of a party preference).

2.3. Immigration Status

Nevertheless, length of stay or cultural proximity to the host
country might not be enough if migrants find themselves in a
vulnerable legal status, and/or if they lack formal opportunities or
incentives for getting politically involved. In this respect, immigration
status can play a relevant role for two different reasons. Legal status
is directly connected to migrants’ rights in a number of important
domains (family reunification, access to legal employment, security
of residence permit, etc.) and, therefore, a more permanent legal
status reduces the risk of social exclusion, thus affecting the
integration of migrants in a very relevant, albeit more general, sense
(Gonzalez Ferrer, 2011). Additionally, previous research shows that
securing stronger legal status to guarantee those rights is in fact one
of the main drivers for migrants to apply for naturalization (Nam &
Kim, 2012).

A second reason for their relevance is because citizenship statutes
can directly shape the opportunities and incentives for migrants to
get involved in the politics of the host country. These opportunities/
incentives, in turn, are dependent on existing institutional rules that
operate in the host country which can be more or less permissive
of minorities’ inclusion (Donovan, 2007) by creating varying
structures of political opportunities for different migrant groups.
Distinctive regulations for accessing voting rights selectively applied
for different foreign groups might have an impact in their political
engagement. Immigrants having the right to vote in all or, at least,
some elections, will have a stronger incentive to acquire a party
preference. Similarly, the host country’s regulations on citizenship
status —with naturalization leading to full recognition of political
rights— might also explain why some groups are in a better position
to get involved (Koopmans et al., 2005; Donovan, 2007), particularly
if they differ significantly depending on characteristics of the
applicant, as it is the case in Spain.

In this vein, Spain is a particularly interesting case for its
multiplicity of rules and therefore the high variation in the legal
status found for different migrant minorities. This internal variation
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is due to the combined effects of two factors: 1) EU citizenship and
the existence of important contingents of EU citizens found among
its most relevant immigrant minorities (including labour migration
flows such as those from Eastern Europe); 2) the sui-generis
character of the Spanish regulations to access full political rights,
which following a comparative perspective, is quite atypical for what
nowadays stands as a full-fledged western immigration receiving
society. We now examine how these two factors can impinge on the
political engagement of different migrant minorities.

2.3.1. European Citizenship

Following a perspective that considers the issue of immigrant
status alone —i.e. leaving any arguments of cultural proximity
aside— EU citizens clearly enjoy an advantage over all other migrant
minorities for their political integration, at least in short term. On
the one hand, minorities from the EU countries enjoy a status,
upon arrival to the country, that gives them access to a majority
of rights that are linked to residential status (family reunification,
free of movement, see Groeber, 2016) whereas all remaining migrant
minorities —third country nationals— need at least some passing of
time to ascend the steps (from temporary to permanent residency,
leading eventually to naturalization) that allows them to secure fully
those same rights. On the other, European citizenship also gives
them access to voting rights in local and European elections —even
if in exercising these rights they face higher administrative barriers
than Spanish citizens—. Thus, following formal rules, EU citizens
would have more institutional incentives to be politically involved
than any other minority, even if full political rights —voting rights
at the regional and national levels— are restricted to them (as they
are restricted for the remaining minorities unless they naturalize).

However, these advantageous access of EU citizens to social/
residential rights, can also —in the medium/long term— produce
unintended and paradoxical result with regard to their political
integration in relation to that of other minorities. Since residential/
social rights are guaranteed for EU immigrants in any case,
individuals from these nationalities might end having less incentives
than other minorities to apply for naturalization (Joppke, 2010;
Groeber, 2016). Given that only full citizenship gives access to full
voting rights, if EU citizens apply and they access naturalization
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at lower rates than other minorities, they can end up facing lesser
institutional incentives to become politically engaged.

2.3.2.  Naturalization

In general, immigrants face different barriers to naturalization
depending on their origin, even in host countries trying to implement
meritocratic policies (Rissing & Castilla, 2014). Additionally, there
is a different propensity for naturalization depending on certain
individual characteristics and country of origin. Thus, for example,
the literature shows that immigrants from countries with lower
development rates are more likely to apply for naturalization (Vink
et al., 2013).

Naturalization helps immigrants to have greater security in
their residence status and gives them greater economic, social and
political rights. In this vein, the literature shows positive effects of
naturalization in various areas of social integration, from better
health conditions to greater political integration (Hainmueller et al.,
2015), through greater social and economic integration (Bloemraad,
2017; Peters et al., 2019). Additionally, other works have argued that
this positive effect might be mediated by the different barriers to
naturalization faced by several immigrant groups —and not just
naturalization per se— since the process can often take several
years; it compels migrants to interact with the administration of
the country, and often it requests from them to acquire knowledge
about the politics of the host country (DeSippio, 1996; Wong, 2000;
Gonzalez Ferrer, 2011, p. 64)*.

While there is some consensus in the literature that naturalization
fosters political integration, there is still some controversy on how
far these effects go, as well as about the mechanism through which
they operate (Morales & Giugni, 2011, p. 22; Hainmiiller et al. 2015,
p- 12651; Gonzélez Ferrer, 2011, p. 67). Among these controversies,
the issue of how the design of a naturalization policy will affect the
integration of migrants stands out (Hainmdiller et al. 2015, p. 12651).
Advocates for a more permissive naturalization policy usually argue
that it will contribute to accelerate and strengthen the integration

4 In Spain the standardized procedure for naturalization includes a test on
knowledge about Spanish society as well as on the Spanish Constitution (Hud-
dleston & Daj Tjaden, 2012).

MIGRACIONES 51 (2021). ISSN: 2341-0833 123-151



138 Josep Lobera, Santiago Pérez-Nievas y José Rama

of the immigrants (Haimiiller et al. 2015, p. 2015; Gonzalez Ferrer,
2011, pp. 67-8). Advocates of more restrictive naturalization
policy, on the contrary, conceive naturalization as a reward that
“culminates” a previous integration process, what has been called
as the selection hypothesis: “the tougher the naturalization rules,
the more selective the process and thus the more similar new and
old citizens will be”; and the other way around, political engagement
might be lower where the access to naturalization is not demanding
enough (Gonzalez Ferrer, 2011, pp. 67-8).

Inthisrespect, the Spanish set of regulations for the naturalization
of foreigners allows to tentatively test the selection hypothesis since
it embodies simultaneously within a single policy two models:
a permissive model as well as a restrictive one, depending on the
target minority group. For those who have a permanent residency,
the Spanish naturalization regime sets two tracks®: an ordinary path
—designed for third country nationals (TCNs) who are not from
Latin-American countries and the few European citizens who choose
to naturalize— requires 10 years of previous residence and the
renunciation of the previous nationality which are quite restrictive
requirements in European comparative terms; and, a second far
more permissive one for countries with prior colonial bonds with
Spain —i.e, mostly Latin American nationalities— which envisages
only 2 years of previous residency while it also allows to keep dual
nationality (Finotelli & La Barbera, 2013, p. 250). The aggregate
combined effect of these two models places Spain slightly above
the European average, but this is the results of the much higher
naturalization rates among Latin Americans, in such a way that the
exceptional path of access has become the more frequent path of
naturalization de facto (ibid.).

Thus, we conclude this section with a set of expectations about
the effect that naturalization can have for each of our naturalized
groups; in relation to the other naturalized group; to non-naturalized
groups, and to European citizens. Of course, the two group of
variables (cultural proximity and access to citizenship) overlap
perfectly, which poses some problems to disentangle its respective

5 Applications from previous permanent residency are the overwhelming
majority of applications by first-generation migrants who follow either of the two
mentioned paths depending on their nationality of origin (for an overview, see
Martinez de Lizarrondo, 2016).
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effects when examining individual data. However, following the
selection hypothesis, the two variables should work in opposite
directions, so if the selection hypothesis holds the two naturalized
groups should come closer in their predictive probability of acquiring
a party preference after naturalization, and not move further apart
(see next section on methods and analysis). In order to test this, we
have divided our sample into 5 groups: 1) non-naturalized European
citizens; 2) non-naturalized Latin Americans; 3) naturalized Latin
Americans; 4) non-naturalized other TCNs; 5) naturalized other
TCNis.

Starting with EU immigrant minorities (group 1), we have
argued that their access to residence rights and (limited) political
rights possibly gives them an advantage in the short term, but also
less incentives to naturalize than any other group. This implies that,
as the naturalization process progresses, naturalized groups will
leap-frog EU citizens in their access to political rights, potentially
resulting in a greater political involvement of these naturalized
groups in relation to EU citizens

With regard to the two Latin American groups (2 and 3), we
naturally expect group 3 to be more politically engaged given
their naturalized status. Also, following the cultural hypothesis,
we expect group 2 and 3 to be more politically engaged than their
equivalent non-Latin American groups (groups 4 and 5). However,
if the selection hypothesis holds, an easier access to naturalization
(less selective in time residence requirements and not renouncing
the nationality of origin) might draw less motivated applicants to
naturalize which could lead to less politically involved (integrated)
citizens. Thus, the observed differences in the probability of having
a party preference between groups 3 and 5 should be reduced (after
naturalization) in relation to the observed differences between
groups 2 and 4 (before naturalization), to the extent that a more
selective process “compensates” an initial cultural disadvantage.

Finally, we expect that the cultural factor will work to the
disadvantage of non-Latino third country nationals (groups 4 and 5).
However, it might be that the more restrictive/selective policy facing
non-Latin-American third country nationals serves to actually draw
more motivated applicants, leading to more politically involved
citizens, in which case the observed differences after naturalization
should be reduced (as mentioned above). It is nonetheless clear that
group 4 (non-naturalized other TCNs) will be the least politically
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involved of all groups. In short, our proposed research design
not only allows us to test the political engagement of different
migrant minorities but also tentative assess the results of different
naturalization policy designs.

2.4. Data and methods

In order to answer our research questions, we use data from
the 4th Survey on Intercultural Coexistence on the Local Level in
Spain 2017 performed by IMEDES-UAM (Giménez et al., 2018).
We included questions that allow us to relate partisan identification
variables with individual and contextual sociodemographic factors.
In this survey, a total of 2,648 personal interviews (face to face) were
carried out on foreign-born people who were 18 years of age or
older and lived in 26 highly-diverse territories in Spain. 70% were
household interviews, through the generation of random routes, and
30% street-based interviews, selecting some crowded streets for each
area. Gender, origin and age quotas were applied to each territory.

The surveys have been carried out in 25 highly-diverse territories:
some of them single municipalities while others are specific
districts within larger cities®. The general characteristics of super-
diversity identified by Vertovec (2006; 2007) can be applied to these
territories: on average, 29.9% of the population of their population
is foreign-born. Foreign nationalities with the greatest presence are
Moroccans (15.3%), Romanians (10.1%), Ecuadorians (7.3%), and
Pakistanis (6.5%).

In order to test our hypothesis, we create a Dependent Variable
(DV) that includes both, the sympathy with a political option and vote
recall for those voters able to cast a vote in the June 2016 Spanish
general elections’. In this sense, the DV was created as follows: we
codify with 1 those immigrants who voted in previous elections
plus those who did not/cannot vote but expressed sympathy for any
political party. We assign the 0 value to those citizens that did not/
could not vote and did not express sympathy for any political party.
We have 1,626 cases without party identification because they did

¢ For the list of the 25 highly diverse territories see (Giménez et al., 2018).
7 The survey was not a post-electoral survey, fieldwork was carried out over
a year after the June 2016 election.
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not express any sympathy, nor they voted in previous elections; 386
electors that cast a vote for any political option, and 468 individuals
who did not vote but expressed sympathy with one party (thus 1,626
cases versus 872 cases)?, Given the nature of our DV (a dichotomous
variable), logistic regressions were run.

Our models include some control variables of sociodemographic
characteristics: gender (0 = male; 1 = female), age (1 = 18/34; 2 = 35/54;
3 = >55), and educational level (0 = lower than University degree; 1 =
University degree). Additionally, length of stay (measured in number
of years). To measure the cultural hypothesis, we create a dummy
variable for the migrant’s origin (1= Latin-America; 0 = other). At the
same time, and in order to test the effect of naturalization, we build a
dichotomous variable codified as 0 for those non-naturalised and 1 for
those naturalized. Finally, and as a combination of both the cultural
and immigrant status explanation, we generate a five categorical
variable: 1=EU citizens (non-naturalized); 2=Latin-Americans (non-
naturalized); 3= Naturalized Latin-Americans; 4= Other TCNs (non-
naturalized); 5= Naturalized other TCNs. The distribution of this
variable is the following: 19.12% of EU citizens (N=476); 23.22% non-
naturalized Latin-Americans (N=578); 12.66% of naturalized Latin-
American (N=315); 38.17% of non-naturalized other TCNs (N=950),
and 6.83% of naturalized other TCNs (N=170) 1°.

The three hypotheses are tested separately in different statistical
models in order to avoid problems of multicollinearity. Table 1
displays the descriptive of the variables (number of cases, mean,
standard deviation, maximum and minimum) and the specific VIFs
(variance inflation factors). Regarding this, all variables are well

8 We justify the selection of this DV as a proxy of political integration since
it combines two of the most frequent ways to get involved in party politics: turn-
out and party identification. This methodological option of using a combined DV
allowed us to expand the N of our study and to test robust analysis. The low N is
a frequent problem in immigration studies, particularly so in the research that
deals with political involvement where limitations to access to political rights
may be implicated.

® These percentages reflect the higher naturalization rate (3 to 1) in our sur-
vey among Latin-American migrants than among other TCNs that we know from
official statistical data (see section on case study).

10 Yet, there is a 6 group of naturalized citizens originating from EU coun-
tries but these were too few in our sample (N: 56) to make a statistically interpre-
table category of this group, which in any case constitute only 2% of those who
have naturalized, as explained in the case study section.
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below the levels that would rise concerns of collinearity problems
(see last column of Table 1): the mean VIF is 1.22 and the maxim
one 1.36 (Citizenship).

TaBLE 1
DESCRIPTIVES OF INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
Variables obs | Mean | S | min | Max | WF
Gender (1=Female) 2.498 0,50 0,50 0 1 1.03
Age (categorical) 2.498 1,83 0,71 1 3 1.16
Education (1=University) 2.490 0,17 0,38 0 1 1.04
Length of stay in Spain 2.377 13,71 8,82 0 60 1.28
Cultural (1=Latin-American) 2.489 0,36 0,48 0 1 1.32
Citizenship (1=Naturalised) 2.491 0,22 0,41 0 1 1.36
Citizenship & cultural 2.489 2,90 1,28 1 5 1.33

Source: own elaboration based on 4th survey on Intercultural Coexistence on the Local Level in Spain
2017 (Giménez et al., 2018).

2.5. Results and Discussion

Table 2 presents fourstatistical models tounderstand the acquisition
of party preference by first-generation immigrants, as proxy of their
political integration. Regarding the sociodemographic characteristics,
we find that men have a positive effect in all models, in line with the
previous literature that establishes that males are more attentive to,
and knowledgeable about party politics than females (Bennett and
Bennett, 1989). Also, college education promotes political integration,
as measured by party identification, in all models, in line with findings
by previous studies (Adamson, 2007; Cho, 2009).

With the partial exception of Model 3 (not statistically significant
for the 18-34 age category), age seems to have an effect on the
acquisition of a party preference. As the category of reference are
those older than 54 years, Models 1, 2 and 4 show that those citizens
between 18 and 34 as well as those between 35 and 44 years are more
likely to acquire a party preference. Thus, age has a distinct effect on
the DV and vote among thus corresponding with acculturalization
theories (Portes et al.,, 2012) rather than those applied for the
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general population (Dassonneville, 2013). Length of stay, of course,
also matters: those who have lived in Spain for longer show higher
probabilities to feel political integrated, as confirmed in Table 2 in
all of the models!* 2.

Moving to our three hypotheses, Model 2 confirms our first
hypothesis  (cultural approach), confirming that immigrant
minorities from Latin-American countries are more prone to acquire
a party preference in the host country (even when we control for
sociodemographic characteristics and length of stay), than immigrants
from other regions (EU and other TCNs). Model 3 tests the effects of
naturalization (for all naturalized). In this sense, those naturalized
immigrants, i.e. those with the Spanish nationality (compared with
those non-naturalised) exhibit a highest probability to acquire a party
preference with a Spanish political party (p value < 0.01).

Finally, Model 4 displays the results of our final model which tests
the combined effects of cultural proximity and immigrant status.
We take the group of non-naturalized other TCNs as the reference
category because, following our theoretical expectations above, we
expect this to be the least politically integrated group. This is indeed
confirmed by empirical results that show that all other groups have
a significantly positive relationship with the DV in relation to the
reference category. However, this positive effect is statistically weaker
for EU citizens than for the other three groups (including non-
naturalized Latin Americans). This is an interesting result since it
underlines the weak relevance of security of residential status (EU
citizens) when compared to cultural proximity (since the positive effect
of the non-naturalized Latin American group is more significant). The
results also confirm the stronger effect of the two naturalized groups
in relation to EU citizens, although this was to be expected.

1 We also replicated the first model but changing length of stay for an
alternative variable that measures the age at the time of arrival (the result of
subtracting age minus time of residence). Results (not shown) confirms our ex-
pectation of a negative and statistically significant (Coef.= -0.034; p value <0.001)
relationship. For the remaining models we keep length of stay as control variable.

12° We have also tested these models including the squared value of length of
stay to test for possible curvilinear effects which indeed are confirmed, i.e, the ef-
fect of length of stay on the probability of acquiring a party preference increases
until a certain threshold is reached when the effect decreases. Given that curvilin-
ear effects are not crucial to the main argument we have opted for the standard
length of stay models (results not shown but available upon request).
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TABLE 2
LOGISTIC REGRESSION MODELS, IMMIGRANT’S POLITICAL
INTEGRATION IN SPAIN
M1 m2 M3 M4
Gender (1= female) -0.19* | -0.27** | -0.23** | -0.30"*
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Age (ref: >55)
18-34 0.24* 0.32* 0.23 0.29**
(0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14)
35-54 0.34** 0.42*** 0.34*** 0.41***
(0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13)
Education (1=University) 0.54*** 0.51*** 0.54*** 0.48***
(0.11) (0.12) 0.12 (0.12)
Length of Stay in Spain 0.04** 0.05*** 0.03*** 0.04**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

H1: Cultural proximity
(ref: non Latin-American)

Latin-Americans 0.67*
(0.09)

H2: Immigration Status
(ref: non naturalized)
Naturalized 0.93***
0.11)

H3: Immigration Status & Cultural Proximity combined
(ref: others-non naturalised)

European 0.26**
(0.13)

Latin-American 0.52**
0.12)

Latin-American naturalised 1.4
(0.15)

Others-naturalised 0.81*
(0.18)

Constant -1.487* | -1.80"* | -1.49** | -1.80"*
(0.16) 0.17) (0.16) (0.18)

Pseudo R? 0.0334 0.0508 0.0575 0.0683
Observations 2,369 2,360 2,362 2,360

Standard errors in parentheses
***p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Nonetheless, our hypotheses are possibly best graphically tested
to show the predictive margins for each of ourindependent variables
(Figure 3 and 4) following the logistic regressions of Table 1. Figure
1 compares the effect of cultural proximity vs that of naturalization
(for all migrants who have naturalized). At a first look one would
jump to the conclusion that the effect of naturalization is stronger
and therefore that naturalization can work to compensate, to some
extent, the initial cultural advantage of Latin-Americans. However,
we know that rules accessing citizenship in Spain are not neutral
to the cultural attributes of migrants, so it might be that the
apparent stronger effect of naturalization is actually a reflection on
how the latter reinforces the initial cultural gap between different
minorities.

In order to clarify this, Figure 4 shows the predictive margins
from model 4 by cultural/immigration status groups, and reflects
the following hierarchical group order in the probability of having
a party preference, from bottom to top: non-naturalized other TCNs
(0.26), EU citizens (0.32), non-naturalized Latin Americans (0.37),
naturalized other TCNs (0.44), and naturalized Latin Americans.
This hierarchy confirms the idea that security of residential status
(EU citizens) is indeed better for political integration than the non-
security of other TCNs, but at the same time is not strong enough to
compensate the initial advantage of the cultural advantage of Latin
Americans. The results also confirm the idea that naturalization in
both cultural groups clearly incentivise political engagement to the
extent that the naturalized other TCNs leap-frog EU citizens in their
political integration. Finally, following the selective hypothesis
above, we expected that the more restrictive regime for other TCNs
could actually have the effect of closing the gap between the two
groups, given the harder rules applied to other TCNs. The results
of the graph refute the selective hypothesis, since the gap between
the two groups slightly widens after naturalization: 0.14 points vs
0.11, which suggests, on the contrary, that easier rules to access
citizenship promote more politically integrated migrants than
harder rules, thus reinforcing the initial cultural gap, although
moderately so.
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FIGURE 3
CULTURAL AND CITIZENSHIP HYPOTHESIS, MARGINS PLOT

Praicivn Margied with §5% Chy Pricheiien Margira with 5% Cls

P Party daniicston + ol rocall

FIGURE 4

IMMIGRATION STATUS & CULTURAL PROXIMITY COMBINED,
MARGINS PLOT
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CONCLUSION

Our results show a clear combined effect of having Latin
American origins and being naturalized on the acquisition of a
party preference among immigrants in Spain. On the one hand, the
greater cultural-linguistic closeness of Latin American immigrants
to the predominant cultural-linguistic profile in Spain clearly favors
their political integration. Our results signal that language works
as a key factor to the political integration of immigrants, as it is in
other aspects of their integration in the host country. This factor
should not be overlooked, as failure to integrate can have cumulative
disadvantages over the course of life. Additionally, the generation
of a multi-ethnic public sphere (Lobera et al, 2017), with a larger
presence of political information in other languages, would favor
the political integration of immigrants.

With regard to the effects of immigration status, our results
underline that naturalization is associated with a higher political
integration in Spain, confirming previous studies that find this same
relationship in other contexts. But there are also other interesting
findings.

Although EU citizenship secures residential status for some
minorities it might also become an (unintended) obstacle that
discourages the political integration of EU migrant minorities in
the medium-long term (which does not seem to be compensated
by the voting rights at the local level associated to EU status). Our
research also suggests that the political integration of migrants
might be best secured with easier (rather than harder) rules to
access citizenship.

Finally, our findings send a moderate warning against the
policy of applying different rules of access to citizenship that
can aggravate the gap (in terms of integration) between different
migrant minorities. Additionally, our research also calls for some
reflection with regard to naturalization policy. In its latest report
for 2020 MIPEX gives Spain a score of 30 in its policy of access
to nationality, well below the average of all countries examined;
and —when compared to rest of EU Member states— only ahead
of some Eastern European countries and Austria; and far below the
best evaluated EU country in this domain, Portugal (86) which in
2006 implemented a reform to equalize access to nationality across
different migrant groups.
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