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SUMMARY
The people who go to the polls in California are very different from those who 

don't; they vary widely across key demographic indicators such as race, age, 

education, homeownership, and income. They also have very different political 

attitudes and policy preferences. As California's population continues to expand 

and change, its voting rolls are not keeping pace and its voters have become 

unrepresentative of its population. 

Voters in California tend to be older, white, college educated, affluent, and 

homeowners. They also tend to identify themselves as “haves”—rather than 

“have nots”—when asked to choose between these two economic categories. 

Nonvoters tend to be younger, Latino, renters, less affluent, and less likely to be 

college educated than likely voters—and they generally identify themselves as 

have nots. 

The economic differences between voters and nonvoters reflect the growing 

economic divide that has surfaced as one of the most important policy issues in 

the 2016 election year—and they have important implications for policymaking. 

Voters and nonvoters vary noticeably in their attitudes toward the role of govern-

ment, government spending, ballot choices, and elected officials—all of which 

come into play during an election year and influence governing choices in the 

long term. 

California has recently taken steps to encourage voter participation, but our 

research suggests that the divide between voters and nonvoters is deep and 

persistent. What more can the state do to diversify its electorate? Further 

changes in the voter registration and voting process may help, but only to a 

limited degree. Civic engagement is critical—as is building confidence in 

elections and trust in government. Public and private efforts, including tar-

geted drives to increase civics education, voter registration, and voting in 

underrepresented communities, could result in broader representation of 

Californians’ views.

These efforts will not be easy—there are powerful socioeconomic factors in 

determining political participation. Broader endeavors to increase economic 

opportunity, such as policies that produce high-paying jobs, affordable housing, 

and higher college graduation rates, could also help lead to a larger, more 

diverse voting population. Efforts are also needed to encourage more non-

citizens to become citizens so that they can join the voter rolls. In a state that 

increasingly relies on the ballot box to make major policy decisions—and is 

expected to have a large number of initiatives on the November 2016 ballot— 

a more engaged and representative electorate would be a source of long-term 

stability, helping to create a stronger, more united future for California.
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Introduction
California’s electorate does not reflect the size, the growth, or the diversity of California’s 
population. These disparities could be a problem for any state and are not unique to California.1 
However, for California, a state that calls on its voters not only to elect representatives but also 
to make so much policy through ballot initiatives, these disparities raise real concerns. 

Today, 82 percent of California’s adults are eligible to 
vote, but only 57 percent are registered to do so. Less 
than half (41%) of adults are registered with one of the 
two major political parties. Based on the track record 
since 2000, about half of the adults in California can 
be expected to vote in the November 2016 presidential 
election. 

Voter registration has grown at a slower rate than the 
adult population has. As a result, 12.8 million of the 
state’s 30.1 million adults are not registered to vote. What does this mean for policymaking? 
Because the number of nonvoting California adults is so large, their attitudes often drive overall 
public opinion on issues. Yet voters often have very different views from nonvoters, and their 
preferences prevail at the ballot box. The presence of an economic divide behind this voting gap 
has profound implications for the state. 

This report outlines the very different political perspectives of likely voters and nonvoters on 
the role of government, government spending, ballot choices, and elected officials. We find that 
likely voters have more mixed views than nonvoters about the role of government because likely 
voters are divided along party lines. Likely voters are also generally more satisfied with a limited 
government when it comes to addressing the needs of the state’s lower-income and immigrant 
populations, more ambivalent and divided along party lines on ballot measures that would 
increase spending on education, and more knowledgeable and negative about the state’s elected 
leaders. In contrast, the state’s nonvoters want a more active role for government, prefer more 
state government spending, support ballot measures to increase school funding, and are less 
knowledgeable about elected officials but more approving of them. 

These are some of the key facts about California’s electorate. They are similar in nature to the 
results and conclusions of a Public Policy Institute of California report a decade ago and demon-
strate the resilience of these trends.2 However, using more recent data, the new findings under-
score the combined role of economic and political inequality in the state today. 

This report shows the trends in political participation from the 2000 presidential election to the 
2016 presidential election. We provide details on the demographic and economic profiles—as well 
as the political and policy preferences—of likely (i.e., frequent) voters, those not registered to vote 
(i.e., nonvoters), and the overall adult population. The facts provided are based on analyses of 
state data sources and the results from the 2015 PPIC Statewide Surveys.3

California’s electorate does not 
reflect the size, the growth, 
or the diversity of California’s 
population.
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Political Participation Has Not Kept Pace with 
Population Growth and Change 
Since 2000, California’s total population has increased by about 16 percent and the percentage of 
adults age 18 and older—the base for registered voters—has increased by 22 percent.4 Yet voter 
registration has increased by only about 10 percent. As a result, 57 percent of adults are registered 
to vote in California elections today, compared to 63 percent in October 2000 (Figure 1).5 Based 
on recent presidential election years, we can expect the share of adults who are registered to vote 
to increase somewhat between the publication of this report and Election Day. 

Immigration’s ongoing contribution to the state’s growth explains some of this discrepancy, since 
registered voters must be either US born or naturalized citizens. Registration as a share of eligible 
adults has been pretty flat in this time period; most of the decline mentioned above is related to 
the increase in ineligible adults. In fact, the percent of adults eligible to vote in 2016 is five points 
lower than in 2000 (2000, 87%; 2016, 82%). Some of this decline may reflect the increasing share 
of noncitizens in the adult population: among the 12.8 million nonvoters today, 7.3 million are 
eligible to vote but 5.5 million are not eligible. 

Despite the increase in those who are ineligible, the vast majority of California adults are eligible 
to register and vote in elections. In 2000, 21.5 million Californians were eligible to vote; today, 
24.6 million are (Table 1). Yet voter turnout has dropped to new lows in recent years.6 Since 2000, 
an average of 32 percent (ranging from 26% to 37%) of all adults have voted in the four November 
general elections that included the gubernatorial race at the top of the statewide ballot and other 
statewide executive branch offices, federal and state legislators, and many state propositions. 
Presidential elections have had much higher turnouts, with an average of 47 percent (ranging 
from 45% to 50%) of all adults voting in the four November general elections, which included the 
presidential race at the top of the statewide ballot since 2000. However, the California primaries 
in presidential and gubernatorial years have had much lower turnouts.

Figure 1. Voter eligibility is high, but participation lags Table 1. Political participation by the numbers

SOURCE: California Secretary of State and Department of Finance. SOURCE: California Secretary of State and Department of Finance.
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Political party registration has also declined over the past 16 years. The percentage of California 
adults registered as major party voters has dropped from 51 percent to 41 percent. There were 
12.6 million voters registered as Democrats and Republicans in 2000; there are 12.2 million 
today. The only growth in registration rolls has been in “no party preference”—independent 
voters who choose not to declare registration in one of the two major parties. Nearly one in four 
voters are registered as independents today. In all, a total of 17.9 million California adults are not 
registered with one of the two major parties. 

Voters Do Not Reflect the State’s Racial 
Diversity 
In a democracy, low political participation is cause for worry in and of itself. It could be a 
symptom of the public’s feelings of alienation from the political system and distrust in its govern-
ment and leaders. If a small electorate is not representative of the population—as is the case in 
California—there is even greater cause for concern. 

Analysis of thousands of interviews from the PPIC Statewide Survey shows that California’s 
likely voters are disproportionately white and US born. By 2000, California had become the first 
large majority minority state—that is, a state in which no ethnic or racial group constitutes the 
majority. However, California’s elections have not made this demographic transition.

Today, California’s adult population is 42 percent white and 36 percent Latino; the remainder are 
Asian (14%), black (6%), and other (3%). Yet six in 10 California likely voters are white, only 18 
percent are Latino, and the balance are Asian, black, and other (Figure 2). Moreover, even though 
one in three adults are foreign born, 83 percent of Californians who frequently vote in state elec-
tions are US born. Among nonvoters, six in 10 are Latino, only 22 percent are white, and just one 
in three are US born.7

Figure 2. Voters do not represent state’s racial diversity

SOURCE: 2015 PPIC Statewide Surveys.
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Voters and Nonvoters: The Haves  
and the Have Nots 
Likely voters and nonvoters differ significantly in socio-
economic status (Figure 3). The majority of Californians 
who frequently vote are age 45 and older (68%), home-
owners (68%), have either attended (40%) or graduated 
(42%) college, and have annual household incomes of 
$60,000 or more (55%). The majority of California 
nonvoters are younger than age 45 (67%) and renters 
(66%); and about one in five are college graduates (17%) 
or earn $60,000 or more (20%). On all these dimen-
sions, both likely voters and nonvoters are distinct 
from all California adults (49% age 45 and older, 47% 
homeowners, 29% college graduates, 37% have annual 
household incomes of $60,000 or more).8 

The public’s perceptions reflect these differences. When 
survey respondents were asked to identify their social 
class, 71 percent of likely voters said they were in the 
middle class, upper-middle class, or upper class; while 
50 percent of nonvoters said they were in the lower- 
middle class or lower class. When asked to choose 
which of the two economic groups they are in, likely 
voters lean toward identifying with the haves rather 
than the have nots (50% to 34%); while nonvoters lean 
toward the have nots rather than the haves (53% to 
31%).9 Today, some of the key issues facing the state 
involve economic disparities between voters and 
nonvoters, such as housing affordability, college opportunity, and funding for health and social 
services, and political disparities in civic engagement.

Likely Voters and Nonvoters See the Political 
World Differently 
Voters and nonvoters not only differ in their demographic and economic backgrounds, but 
they also generally have different political perceptions and attitudes. Because there are so many 
nonvoters in the state, their attitudes and preferences are often reflected in public opinion on 
particular issues or topics. However, likely voters’ views prevail at the ballot box on important 
matters that impact all Californians. This is particularly ironic given that nonvoters are more 
positive than likely voters in their attitudes about making policy through California’s citizens’ 
initiative process. For example, nonvoters are more likely than likely voters to say they are very or 
somewhat satisfied with the way that the initiative process is working in California today (72% 
to 62%); while likely voters are more likely than nonvoters to say that the initiative process is 
controlled a lot by special interests (66% to 42%).10 

Figure 3. Voters’ relative affluence

SOURCE: 2015 PPIC Statewide Surveys. 
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In the following sections, we consider differences between voters and nonvoters on four key issues: 
the role of government, spending preferences, ballot choices, and the approval of elected officials.

The Role of Government 
Today, 67 percent of California adults say that the state is divided into two economic groups: the 
haves and the have nots. Likely voters (68%) and nonvoters (67%) both hold similar perceptions 
of living in a two-tier society. But, reflecting their different economic conditions as members of 
either the haves or the have nots, voters and nonvoters have markedly different views on what 
government should do about poverty and inequality.11 

A strong majority of California adults believe that the government should do more to reduce 
the gap between the rich and the poor, while one in three believe that this is not something that 
the government should be doing (61% to 34%) (Figure 4). Among nonvoters, seven in 10 say the 
government should do more to reduce income inequality; about one in four say the government 
should not do more. By contrast, likely voters are divided on this issue, with a slim majority in 
favor of the government doing more (51% to 44%). There are large differences of opinion between 
Democrats and Republicans in the preference for government doing more (72% to 27%).12 

How much government involvement do Californians want? Specifically, would they prefer a more 
active role for government when it comes to providing opportunities for all people to get ahead—
or are they satisfied with a more limited role? A slim majority of California adults think that 
government should do more to make sure that all Californians have an equal opportunity to get 
ahead, while fewer than half believe that all people have an opportunity to get ahead in California 
today (51% to 42%) (Figure 5). 

There is a wide gap between voters and nonvoters on these issues—again, reflecting their differing 
economic conditions and identification as haves or have nots. California’s likely voters are evenly 
divided when asked if the government should do more to make sure that all Californians have an 
equal opportunity to get ahead (46% to 46%). Again, there is a deep division between Democrats 
and Republicans on the issue of whether the government should be doing more to ensure equal 
opportunity (63% to 28%). Among nonvoters, there is a 21-point gap between those who want to 
see the government do more and those who think that all people have an equal opportunity to get 
ahead (58% to 37%).13 

These differences over the role of government in addressing the needs of the haves and the have 
nots are also reflected in overall attitudes toward specific policies, such as the federal Affordable 
Care Act (ACA). By a nine-point margin, California adults have a favorable rather than an unfa-
vorable view (51% to 42%) of this federal health reform (Figure 6). Likely voters are divided (49% 
to 46%) when asked if they have a generally favorable or unfavorable view of the ACA. Once 
again, voters are deeply split along party lines on this issue. Among nonvoters, favorable views 
outnumber unfavorable views by a 21-point margin (56% to 35%). 

Even more striking are the differences in attitudes toward providing health care coverage for 
undocumented immigrants in California. This is a proposed state policy change that would 
expand the adult population served by the ACA. Among all California adults, 54 percent are in 
favor of this expansion of health coverage. The majority of likely voters (who are mostly US born) 
are opposed (55%) to providing health coverage for undocumented immigrants in California. 
Nonvoters (who are mostly not US born) overwhelmingly favor the idea (75%).14 
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Figure 4. The preference gap on addressing income inequality

Figure 5. The preference gap on government’s role

Figure 6. The preference gap on health care

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, March 2015.

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, December 2015.

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, December 2015. 
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Spending Preferences 
Similar tensions are evident in spending preferences—views about how much state funding there 
is and where the state funding should be spent (Figure 7). The perception of tight budget condi-
tions is down sharply from a few years ago when large deficits were common in California. When 
asked about the balance between government spending and tax revenues, 45 percent of California 
adults think the state budget is a big problem, while just 34 percent of nonvoters share this view. 
By contrast, half of likely voters think the state budget situation is a big problem. Again, there are 
large differences in the views of Democrats and Republicans.15 

The differing views of voters and nonvoters about where to allocate a projected state budget 
surplus over the next few years clearly reflect the economic conditions of the haves and the have 
nots. California adults are divided in their preference for paying down the debt as opposed to 
restoring some funds to social service programs that have been cut in recent years (52% to 44%). 
By contrast, nonvoters lean in the direction of restoring funds to social services rather than paying 
down the debt (50% to 44%). Likely voters are strongly in favor of paying down the debt rather 
than restoring funds to social services (59% to 38%). 

An even starker difference surfaces when higher education funding is at stake. California adults 
lean toward restoring funding for higher education rather than paying down the debt (56% to 
39%), while nonvoters are overwhelmingly in favor of restoring this funding rather than paying 
down debt (70% to 25%). Likely voters are evenly divided between these two choices (47% to 
48%).16

Ballot Choices 
Californians frequently vote on state propositions that make important fiscal and economic 
policies. A large number of initiatives are expected in the November 2016 election. Likely voters 
are often divided—with deeply different partisan views—on initiatives aimed at spending and 
programs that benefit low-income groups. Nonvoters, in stark contrast, are solid supporters of 
these initiatives.17 

This trend is evident in the importance voters and nonvoters place on a citizens’ initiative that is 
headed for the November 2016 ballot. Specifically, just under half of likely voters (49%) say that 
the issue of increasing the state’s minimum wage is very important to them, with Democrats much 
more likely to hold this view than Republicans. By contrast, solid majorities of all California 
adults (57%) and nonvoters (69%) identify this issue as very important to them. 

The economic divide between the haves and the have nots is also clearly reflected in the different 
views of likely voters and nonvoters on ballot choices that have important policy impacts on 
K–12 school spending and taxes. It is worth noting that nonvoters are more likely than likely 
voters to have children under age 18 living at home (48% to 32%) and would thus benefit directly 
from increased K–12 school funding. A citizens’ initiative that has qualified for the November 
2016 ballot calls for a $9 billion state bond to fund school construction projects. Fifty-five percent 
of likely voters say that the issue of state bonds for schools is very important to them. A strong 
majority of all California adults (63%) and an even larger majority of nonvoters (68%) identify 
this issue as very important to them.18 

State bonds require a simple majority vote to pass. If a state bond measure to pay for school 
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construction projects were on the ballot, strong majorities of adults (66% yes, 30% no) and 
overwhelming majorities of nonvoters (75% yes, 23% no) would vote yes (Figure 8). 

Unlike state bonds, local school construction bonds require a 55 percent vote to pass in California. 
Among all California adults, a hypothetical local school bond easily clears the 55 percent hurdle 
for passing (65% yes, 31% no), with nonvoters overwhelmingly in favor (73% yes, 25% no). 
Fifty-three percent of likely voters would vote yes (and 42% no) on a hypothetical local school 
bond—just below the threshold needed for passing. Again, Democrats show stronger support 
than Republicans when it comes to local school funding measures. 

Lastly, local parcel taxes require a two-thirds majority vote to pass. A hypothetical local parcel 
tax for school funding has solid majority support but falls below the two-thirds majority thresh-
old among all California adults (57% yes, 39% no). But it receives close to the two-thirds majority 
among nonvoters (64% yes, 31% no). For this type of school funding measure, support falls below 
a majority among likely voters (49% yes, 46% no).19 

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, December 2015. 

Figure 7. The perception gap on government spending

Figure 8. The preference gap on education funding

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, April 2015.

SOURCE: PPIC Statewide Survey, December 2015. 
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Elected Officials’ Ratings 
Californians will go to the polls in November 2016 to select a president, a US senator, and a large 
number of federal and state legislators. Because likely voters and nonvoters have very different 
attitudes toward elected officials, some candidates’ fortunes will depend on who does and who 
does not show up at the polls. While divided along party lines, likely voters tend to hold more 
negative views than nonvoters do about elected officials. In fact, many nonvoters have no opinions 
about the state’s elected officials. The overall result is that the views of all California adults tend 
to be more positive than those of the voters who determine our elections.

An area of public consensus over time has been the relatively low approval rating of the California 
Legislature. Likely voters lean toward negative evaluations (38% approve, 48% disapprove), while 
all adults give mixed reviews (41% approve, 40% disapprove) to the legislative branch of state 
government (Figure 9). Nonvoters offer the most positive assessments and provide the fewest 
negative ratings of the way that the California Legislature is handling its job (46% approve, 29% 
disapprove), while 25 percent say they don’t know enough to evaluate its performance. 

When it comes to the performance of the US Congress, approval ratings are even lower. Just 26 
percent of all California adults approve, which puts them squarely between likely voters and 
nonvoters. Among likely voters, only 14 percent approve and 81 percent disapprove (5% don’t 
know), with solid majorities across party lines expressing disapproval. Among nonvoters, how-
ever, 36 percent approve and 54 percent disapprove (11% don’t know) of the way that Congress is 
handling its job.

Figure 9. The perception gap on elected officials’ ratings

“Do you approve or disapprove of the way that 
the California Legislature is handling its job?” 
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President Barack Obama’s approval rating follows a similar pattern, with less negativity among 
nonvoters than among likely voters. As he enters his last year in office, 61 percent of all adults 
approve and 36 percent disapprove of the job he is doing. Among likely voters the president’s 
positive ratings are somewhat lower (56% approve, 43% disapprove), with most Democrats 
approving and most Republicans disapproving of his job performance. In contrast, nonvoters are 
overwhelmingly approving (68% approve, 27% disapprove, and 5% don’t know). 

Governor Jerry Brown’s ratings deviate slightly from this pattern and reveal a significant sense of 
disconnection among nonvoters. Among all adults, 51 percent approve and 29 percent disapprove 
of the job that Brown is doing in office. Among likely voters, 54 percent approve and 35 percent 
disapprove of his job performance, with strong majorities of Democrats approving and Republi-
cans disapproving. Among nonvoters, 48 percent approve while only 24 percent disapprove—and 
a notable 28 percent say they don’t know about their recently reelected, four-term governor.20

Policy Options and Future Consequences
Large gaps in voter participation—across race, age, and economic groups—are an ongoing cause 
for concern. Even more troubling, voters and nonvoters have very different views of key political 
issues. In a state where important policy decisions are made at the ballot box, these differences 
can have far-reaching consequences. California has been addressing the issue of political partici-
pation through a number of policy choices that could result in broader engagement in the demo-
cratic process, by increasing both the size and diversity of its electorate. 

Recently enacted state election laws have been aimed at making it easier for eligible adults to 
register to vote and for registered voters to cast ballots. For instance, online voter registration has 
been available since the 2012 presidential election, and it has clearly been a popular new tool for 
voter registration. However, considering the voter registration and participation figures cited 
above, this policy has not had a big impact on voting trends throughout the 2000s. Moreover, our 
findings today are consistent with the profiles of likely voters and nonvoters that we first reported 
a decade ago. Another reform—Election Day registration—passed in 2012, and eligible adults 
will soon be able to register to vote on the same day that ballots are cast. Unfortunately, experts 
predict that these process changes will not produce big increases in voter registration and voting.21

The record low turnout in November 2014 has been a stimulus for another set of state election 
laws seeking to increase political participation. The passage of Assembly Bill 1461 in 2015 means 
that eligible adults who are not registered will be more easily registered to vote by the California 
Department of Motor Vehicles. The legislation, which is currently being implemented, calls for an 
“opt out” system that will register those eligible adults who are not registered to vote when they 
have an encounter with the Department of Motor Vehicles (similar to a system in Oregon). 
Forty-four percent of eligible nonvoters say they are very likely to vote after being registered 
automatically. 

In addition, Senate Bill 450, pending in 2016, would result in the automatic distribution of mail 
ballots to all registered voters and the creation of ballot drop-off spots at local vote centers 
(similar to a system in Colorado). Sixty-six percent of registered voters who are not currently 
frequent voters say they would be very likely to vote if they automatically received a mail ballot 
and had easy access to vote centers. 

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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These are thoughtful and well-intentioned steps that may increase the ranks of likely voters. How-
ever, we find that an “expanded” likely voter group would not be that different from current likely 
voters in number, demographic and economic profiles, policy preferences, and ballot choices. 
Nonvoters will continue to be a large and distinct group despite all of the good ideas and inten-
tions of the new election laws in the 2010s.22

To understand the views of the nonvoter group, elected representatives will need to continue 
relying on public opinion surveys of all adults for a full accounting of the needs and preferences 
of all Californians. Likely voter surveys and election results offer a politically expedient but 
partial view that is tilted toward reflecting the views of the haves and underrepresenting those of 
the have nots. 

Why has the California exclusive electorate phenomenon that we identified 10 years ago been so 
resistant to change? Civic engagement is a critical factor. When eligible adults are asked why they 
are not registered to vote, most cite a lack of confidence or a lack of interest in elections, a lack of 
trust in government, and a lack of time to vote. When registered voters are asked why they do not 
always vote, their top reasons are also a lack of interest and time as well as little confidence and 
trust. Public and private efforts, including targeted drives to increase civics education, voter regis-
tration, and voting among underrepresented groups (such as Latino, Asian, low-income, renters, 
and youth communities) could result in more diversity in the electorate.23

More fundamentally, the broad demographic and economic shifts underway in the state are 
major factors in producing the size, profile, and form of the divide between California’s voters 
and nonvoters today. Immigration is one important element. Millions of California adults are 
documented and undocumented noncitizens. The share of the adult population that is undocu-
mented is on the decline but it is still a large segment of California society. Public and private 
efforts are needed to encourage more noncitizens to become citizens and join the voter rolls. 
Federal comprehensive immigration reform that provides a path to citizenship is another key 
ingredient in creating a larger and more diverse electorate. 

And there are other powerful socioeconomic factors in determining political participation. 
California has a large population living in poverty, high housing costs in its coastal regions, and 
is predicted to face a shortage of college-educated workers in the near future. Efforts to increase 
economic opportunity through policies that produce high-paying jobs, provide affordable 
housing, and increase college graduation rates would also grow and diversify the electorate.24 

Gaps in voting participation, demographic profile, and policy preferences are occurring in the 
midst of ongoing change in the 21st century. For example, although whites are projected to be a 
smaller share of the state’s adults by 2040, they will still be the largest group of state election 
voters.25 State experts point to the fact that California is in the middle of a demographic and 
economic transition that reflects a combination of powerful forces including immigration, 
globalization, information technology, and the aging of the white population. The political effects 
of these changes will continue for decades. 
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Conclusion
The 2016 presidential election will likely include only half of California adults, and these voters 
will not reflect the state’s demographic profile, as recent voting trends are expected to persist. 
What are the larger consequences of uneven participation rates and low voter turnout? 

First, the fact that a relatively small group of voters is making decisions about elected representa-
tives and public policy can raise serious questions about the legitimacy of the democratic system. 
Next, because the haves in society are the frequent voters, and many of the have nots are not reg-
istered to vote or voting, the voting preferences in our elections do not reflect the broad economic 
and political interests of all adults. Last, likely voters and nonvoters have very different perspec-
tives on the role of government, government spending, ballot choices, and the state’s elected 
representatives. Once again this fall, when a large number of initiatives are expected on the ballot, 
California faces the prospect of an electorate making policy decisions that neglect the realities and 
problems facing large and growing segments of society. 

What might happen if voters were more representative 
of California’s adult population? That would depend on 
how the decision to vote relates to socioeconomic dif-
ferences and whether new voters’ attitudes are different 
from those of current voters. For ballot measures, there 
could be more voter support for policies that increase 
spending for health care and education, and expand 
government’s role in improving the lives of immigrants 
and the less economically advantaged. For candidate 
elections, it is difficult to say if an expanded electorate 
would benefit the Republicans or Democrats because so 
many newly registered voters are not registered to the 
major parties today. Since most new voters are registering as “no party preference,” the power of 
independent voters in determining election outcomes could be bolstered if this group continues 
to grow and the proportion of major party voters continues to shrink. Interestingly, incumbents 
could face a less critical and more approving electorate. 

Finally, growth and change in the electorate could initially result in more political instability, 
as elected officials, candidates, parties, and initiative campaigns reach out to a larger and more 
diverse electorate.26 In the long run, having a larger and more engaged electorate that is more 
broadly representative of the people of California would be a source of political stability for a 
state that increasingly relies on the ballot box to make its major policy decisions. 

California faces the prospect 
of an electorate making policy 
decisions that neglect the 
realities and problems facing 
large and growing segments  
of society.  

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
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