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Introduction and summary
Americans and politicians across the political spectrum have voiced their extraordinarily strong support for immigration reform with a pathway to citizenship.1 But
despite this consensus—and despite the June 2013 Senate passage of an immigration reform plan with a pathway to citizenship2—House Speaker John Boehner
(R-OH) has indicated he will not bring up immigration reform at all this year.3
As progress has stalled, immigration advocates have increasingly pressed President
Barack Obama to grant a stopgap measure of administrative relief—that is, to
enhance prosecutorial discretion, reduce deportations, and grant temporary legal
status to some unauthorized immigrants. On June 30, with legislation stalled in
the House, President Obama announced that he would use his executive authority
by the end of summer to begin to fix the immigration system.4
Why the back and forth on immigration reform? After all, most economists agree
that repairing the nation’s immigration system will benefit the country’s economy,5
and that a path to citizenship would improve the fortunes and well-being of a large
number of U.S. families.6 But calculations about policy also hinge on politics, and
some conservative pundits have worried that immigration reform will bring a
slew of new voters who are less favorable toward a Republican platform. Equally
so, a cynic might ask whether administrative relief could be politically helpful to
Democrats since immigrants who would directly benefit are not in the country
legally and therefore cannot vote.7
While House Republicans never produced a piece of legislation, a number of GOP
leaders and members indicated they could support a legalization program for
unauthorized immigrants, but not a pathway to citizenship.8 This partly reflects the
concerns of some Republican lawmakers that their chances of remaining in office
might be threatened by a path to citizenship that eventually grants voting power to
the more than 11 million undocumented immigrants living in the United States.9
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In the long term, however, it is actually the children of these immigrants who could
sway the future of politics in the country. There are approximately 5.5 million children currently living in the United States who have at least one undocumented parent, and an estimated 4.5 million of these children are U.S.-born citizens.10 Given
the minimum 13-year pathway to citizenship envisioned in the Senate bill passed
last summer, millions of these young people will turn 18 and become eligible to
vote long before their parents. It is these new voters who may reward those who
pass immigration reform—or punish those who do not—simply by how they vote.
The potential effects are both short and long term. A recent Center for American
Progress report by Patrick Oakford, titled “The Latino Electorate by Immigrant
Generation,” examined the immediate political implications of not addressing
immigration reform as well as the voting patterns of Latinos.11 This report explores
the consequences over multiple presidential electoral cycles, with an analysis
focused on the children who might feel the current debate most sharply: the sons
and daughters of today’s undocumented residents. We conclude that over the
course of the next five presidential elections—by 2032, when all of today’s children
of undocumented immigrants will have turned 18—the citizen children of the
undocumented will have been able to cast nearly 11 million ballots.
Perhaps this is the 11 million to which political leaders should be paying attention.
And yet the effect of today’s divisive immigration politics may be even greater than
those numbers suggest, as historical evidence and current polling point to the
fact that immigration is a touchstone issue in voting preferences for the children
of all immigrants.12 Widening the lens to include this entire group means a possible 15.4 million voters by 2032, who could potentially cast 41 million ballots
over those election cycles. Shifting the focus slightly to consider all citizens of
Latino or Asian American descent would bring the total number of new voters
to 19.3 million, with a combined potential of 52 million presidential ballots cast.
Five presidential cycles from now might seem a long way away, but consider this:
President Bill Clinton was re-elected five cycles ago in 1996, and he is still a major
figure in U.S. politics today.
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TABLE 1

Children of immigrants will sway the future of U.S. politics
The number of children by group and the number of presidential votes they will
potentially cast by 2032
Potential voters
as of 2032

Number of potential
votes cast by 2032

Citizen children of undocumented immigrants

4.5 million

11 million

Citizen children of all immigrants

15.4 million

41 million

Citizen children of Latino or Asian American descent

19.3 million

52 million

Group

Source: Author's calculations of American Community Survey data.

Immigration reform may be off the table for 2014, but make no mistake: Failing to
enact—or even bring to a vote—immigration reform that includes a pathway to citizenship has significant repercussions and is simply misguided. It fails to recognize
the mixed-status realities of many families, eliminates the potential financial benefits to these families and to society at large, and is likely to entrench a second generation against political actors perceived as holding up immigration reform progress.
On the other hand, administrative action could provide much-needed relief to
immigrant communities and a boost to politicians who support it. Ultimately, this
report concludes that the country needs broader change: The immigration system
remains broken and Americans want it fixed in a way that respects security, makes
way for future immigration, and grants a pathway to citizenship.13
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Family and communities matter
A common media image of undocumented immigrants is that of recent arrivals,
usually working off the books and surely without deep roots in their new country.14 The data starkly contradict this image. In fact, a 2011 estimate suggested that
nationwide, 63 percent of undocumented residents have actually been in the country for longer than 10 years.15 More recent estimates suggest that nearly half of the
undocumented immigrants in California have been there for more than 10 years.16
Perhaps most significantly, the undocumented are very much a part of the social
fabric of the communities and states where they reside. Indeed, many live in
households where residents have mixed citizenship status—that is, some of the
family members are citizens, others are lawful permanent residents, or LPRs,
while others are unauthorized. More than 16 million people
live in families with at least one undocumented immigrant, a
The other citizen voters:
population that is one-third larger than the state of Illinois—a
Spouses and family members
state where about one-quarter of all undocumented residents
in the United States live.17
A 2011 study estimates that about 4.5 million children were born
in the United States to at least one unauthorized immigrant parent.18 This represents a growing share of the population: According
to the Pew Research Center’s Hispanic Trends Project, the number
of native-born children with at least one undocumented immigrant parent has more than doubled since 2000.19 This increase is
largely because the undocumented tend to be younger and therefore in the prime age cohort for family formation.20
The mixed nature of these communities is another reason why
the dramatic rise in deportations under the Obama administration is troubling; more than 2 million people have been deported
over the past five years.22 While slightly fewer than 110,000
undocumented parents were removed in the 10-year period from
fiscal year 1998 to 2007, nearly 90,000 were removed in FY 2012
alone—a number that affected more than 150,000 children.23
4
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This report focuses on the children of undocumented immigrants and their future voting
potential. But the nature of mixed-status families
means that a significant number of undocumented immigrants are married to U.S. citizens or have
U.S. citizens in their families.
According to Latino Decisions polling, 13 percent
of married or partnered adult undocumented immigrants are married or partnered to U.S. citizens,
while a full 85 percent have a family member that
is a citizen.21 Extrapolating out from the 10 million
unauthorized immigrant adults living in the country—a subset of the 11.7 million unauthorized immigrants, including children—means that 767,000
unauthorized immigrants have citizen spouses and
8.5 million have citizen family members.

Some recent analyses suggest that concern over higher deportation rates might be
misplaced because removals of undocumented persons from the interior of the
country have been on the decline, while removals of those caught near the border
have increased.24 The undocumented population has actually stabilized in recent
years, so deportations from the interior are affecting a more integrated population, while deportations from the border are more frequently a result of “illegal
re-entry”—those who have already lived in the United States and are coming back
after being deported to reunite with their families.25
Legalization and relief from the threat of deportation are critical to
immigrant families. But why is citizenship important? Is it enough
to regularize the situation for children—including both legal status
and citizenship—and legalize, but not naturalize, their parents?
From the perspective of the second generation, the answer would
seem to be no. Citizenship often fosters a sense of confidence and
belonging that can translate into civic and parental engagement,27
which leads to a level of involvement in schools and education
that is critical for the academic performance of children.28
But there is another reason why the Republican standards on
immigration fall short: While simply gaining legal status raises
the economic profile of immigrants and the nation as a whole,
there is an additional citizen gain that is realized when parents
are able to attain full citizenship. This citizen gain could matter
greatly in reducing child poverty and improving family wellbeing. These and other economic effects are discussed in the next
section of this report.
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Definitions
Legalization: The process by which unauthorized immigrants earn legal status.
Administrative relief: A temporary granting
of legal status and a reprieve from deportation.
The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, which
grants this status to eligible unauthorized youth,
is one such program.
Naturalization: The process by which legal
permanent residents become citizens.
Citizen gain: The estimated 8 percent to 11
percent increase in earnings that is associated with
becoming a citizen—even holding all other individual factors constant—because of a wider range
of available jobs, more specific skill development,
and positive responses from employers.26

Economics matter
Recent research suggests that immigrant earnings rise with legalization. Those
with a more secure status are better able to switch jobs to more fully realize
their talents, skills, and education at higher salaries, and are also better able to
stand up for their rights at work.29 But research also shows that there is a second
income boost from citizenship—on the order of 8 percent to 11 percent over
time.30 This citizen gain occurs because citizenship allows workers an even wider
range of employment possibilities, creates incentives for skills development, and
sends positive signals to employers.
Numerous studies, including an analysis from the Congressional Budget Office,
or CBO, have already highlighted the broader gains to the U.S. economy if reform
is passed, including changes in direct spending and revenues that would decrease
federal budget deficits by roughly $800 billion from 2014 to 2033.31 While many
of these gains will come from increased immigration in the future, one of the more
comprehensive studies focusing on the situation of the undocumented indicated
that a road map to citizenship would bring about significant economic gains.
These include gains in terms of economic growth, earnings, tax revenues, and
jobs—all of which will not occur in the absence of immigration reform or which
would be significantly less effective without a pathway to citizenship.32
The difference these gains would make in quality of life for the next generation
could be significant. For example, in California, about two-thirds of children living
in a family headed by an undocumented adult find themselves living 150 percent
below the federal poverty line.33 Any steps to boost these families’ incomes would
be a solid investment in both the country’s future and the health and well-being of
these American families.
Research suggests that between 1990 and 2006, the poverty rates of immigrants
legalized under the Immigration Reform and Control Act, or IRCA, of 1986 fell
dramatically: The poverty rate of immigrants ages 25 to 34 who were legalized
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through the IRCA declined from 26 percent to 14 percent after legalization, with
obvious positive effects for their children.34 If such progress could be duplicated
now, this could have a significant positive effect on the overall poverty rate in the
United States, providing a much-needed boost to the economy.
As for administrative relief, it is harder to estimate exactly the broad economic
gains that might be secured by expanding affirmative relief—that is, by granting
a work permit and protection from deportation—for unauthorized immigrants.
One study suggests that the current level of deportations could put an additional
83,000 households at risk of poverty and leave more than 125,000 children in a
food-insufficient household annually.35 In many cases, the people being deported
are the primary breadwinners for their families.36
On the broader macroeconomic front, it is evident that companies are concerned about disruptions to their labor force—note the reactions of businesses in
Nevada, Alabama, and Georgia to harsh laws in those states37—and that business
is predominantly supportive of immigration reform.38 As a result, it is hard to see
how administrative relief could be anything but a positive step forward for the
economy. It would grant more security to those who are already here, as well as
to their employers. While a legislative solution to immigration reform that allows
people to permanently gain legal status and citizenship has the greatest economic
punch, administrative relief could boost the economic recovery for families and
for the nation as a whole.
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Politics matter
The idea of passing an immigration reform plan without a pathway to citizenship
was prominently floated in an influential 2013 article by scholar Peter Skerry.39
He argued that a legal-status-only approach was “splitting the difference”
between those who wanted to deport undocumented immigrants and those
who wanted to embrace them. The view was echoed in 2013 by former Florida
Gov. Jeb Bush (R) in his own attempt—quickly panned by both the right and
the left—to end the immigration wars by suggesting that a common ground
solution might be to allow people without legal status to stay in the country
but without the possibility of citizenship.40 Nevertheless, this viewpoint gained
traction in the House Republican leadership’s principles on immigration reform
released in January 2014.41 These principles have not made it into legislation,
but they form an important marker for where House Republicans will likely
stand on any future immigration reform proposal.42
A possible motive for this approach is to assuage the concerns of some conservatives who believe that any road map to citizenship is likely to yield “11 million
Democratic voters.”43 While not all Republicans believe granting citizenship will
lead to these voters overwhelmingly supporting Democrats, the theory has been
kept alive by some important conservative voices on talk radio, including Rush
Limbaugh. He insists that these immigrants are “predestined to vote Democrat”
and thus a path to citizenship is “a death sentence for the Republicans.”44
The intentions behind a split-the-difference approach as a way to bridge the gap
between Democratic and Republican immigration ideas may be good, but the idea
seems rooted in bad data and worse politics, ignoring three key factors:
• Polling of unauthorized immigrants by the Pew Research Center finds that close
to 20 percent identify with or lean toward the Republican Party,45 while Latino
Decisions finds that 45 percent would be open to voting Republican if the party
were to take the lead on immigration reform.46
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• Because the path to citizenship envisioned in the Senate bill would take at least
13 years for most adult immigrants, both parties will have nearly four presidential election cycles—or more—to win over these voters-to-be.47
• The voters on which either party should focus are the U.S.-born children of
immigrants who are going to be voters regardless of what happens with immigration reform.

Future voting patterns
and party affiliation of citizens

President Reagan
Hero of IRCA-era immigrants

While some pundits believe that all unauthorized immigrants
are predestined to become Democrats if granted citizenship,
history and current polling reveals many may look favorably on
political actors of either party who do their part for immigration
reform. Some older Latino voters fondly recall Ronald Reagan
as the president who signed the IRCA into law and enabled the
subsequent path to legalization and citizenship. Some analysts
have also argued that Republicans and immigrants—particularly Latino immigrants—have common ground on work ethic,
family values, and faith.48 For all these reasons, it is no surprise
that former President George W. Bush—who attempted his
own version of immigration reform while in office—was able
to secure more than 40 percent of the Latino electorate in his
re-election campaign in 2004.49
Indeed, even in the context of ongoing, divisive debate, a 2013
report based on the Pew Research Center’s National Survey of
Latinos suggested that about 20 percent of unauthorized Latino
immigrants “identify with (4 percent) or lean towards (15 percent) the Republican Party” and “about a quarter (27 percent)
do not identify with or lean towards either party.”50 That leaves
only about half who currently identify with or lean toward the
Democratic Party.
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On a student visa from Mexico, Manuel51 was
attending college in California when the Reagan administration passed the IRCA in 1986. He
has vivid memories of watching the televised
announcement of the bill’s passage and witnessing his Latino co-workers clapping, crying, and
screaming with joy. The IRCA meant not only that
they could seek legal, long-term employment, but
also that they could own property and visit their
families abroad.
Therefore, it should be no surprise that the
IRCA—and particularly President Reagan’s signing of it—left a lasting impression. Because of
it, Manuel was able to stay in the United States
after he finished college. He secured permanent
resident status, started a family, and eventually
moved from California to Nashville, Tennessee. In
some ways, his is the archetypical American immigrant story—working 15 hours each weekday
at two full-time jobs. But it was made possible
because of reform. Manuel still warmly remembers President Reagan as the man who signed the
IRCA into law and who made it possible for him to
remain in the United States and chase his dreams
of independence and opportunity.

On the other hand, a backlash is possible. In California, the story is quite clear
and offers a warning signal to the nation as demographic changes over the past
30 years have made the state majority-minority, foreshadowing developments in
the broader U.S. population over the next 50 years. In his 1994 re-election campaign, former California Gov. Pete Wilson (R) chose to focus on his support
for California Proposition 187, the so-called “Save Our State”—from undocumented immigrants—ballot initiative. As David Damore and Adrian Pantoja of
Latino Decisions note, Gov. Wilson did indeed win re-election, but the campaign also engendered a significant backlash from and political mobilization
among California’s Latino voters.52

Republican National Convention delegate considers
Democratic candidate because of immigration
Some Latino voters remain uncertain about either party, in large
part due to immigration reform. Luis LaRotta, a then-31-year-old
financier who was a delegate to the Republican National Convention in 2012, is one such voter.54
Fewer than 40 days before the 2012 elections, LaRotta had not yet
decided who he would vote for come Election Day. On the one hand,
he liked former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney’s (R) plans for job
creation and health care, as they protected states’ rights and limited
the growth of the federal government. On the other hand, LaRotta
agreed with President Obama’s stance on immigration and praised

him for supporting the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien
Minors, or DREAM, Act, even while LaRotta agreed with Gov. Romney
on border control. LaRotta tended to favor Republican policies, but
he nevertheless remained an undecided voter due to Gov. Romney’s
stance on immigration reform.
We do not know how LaRotta voted in 2012, nor with which party he
now identifies. Yet he is an example of the undecided voter who leans
Republican but is considering voting Democratic based purely on
each party’s stance on immigration reform and a path to citizenship.

Even as Latino voter registration grew in the 1990s, the Republican Party continued to emphasize anti-immigrant ballot measures to a dwindling share of voters.
Meanwhile, new Latino registrants flocked to the Democratic Party. The result was
a state that had been accustomed to voting Republican—and had produced modern Republican presidents such as Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan—becoming
a state in which no Republican currently holds statewide office.53

10

Center for American Progress | Citizenship Matters

Other states are seeing high-profile races determined in part by candidates’ views
on immigration. In Colorado, the Latino vote was decisive in the 2010 Senate race,
where Ken Buck—a Republican perceived as being anti-immigrant—lost to Sen.
Michael Bennet (D).55 In Nevada, Democratic Sen. Harry Reid won 90 percent
of the Latino vote in his 2010 campaign, partly because opponent Sharron Angle
attacked him for being soft on immigration and released racially charged ads picturing undocumented immigrants crossing the border.56 And, of course, Republican
presidential candidate and former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney captured an
abysmally low share of the Latino and Asian American vote—27 percent and 26 percent, respectively—after he called for undocumented immigrants to “self-deport.”57
Immigration is personal for these voters: In polling before the 2012 presidential
election, for example, nearly three-quarters of Nevada’s Latino voters reported
knowing someone who was undocumented, while 41 percent knew someone who
was detained or deported.58 On a national scale, 63 percent of Latino voters know
someone who is undocumented, while 39 percent know someone who has been
detained or deported.59 More importantly, a survey by Latino Decisions and Hart
Research Associates of Latinos who voted in 2012 suggests that blocking reform
with a pathway to citizenship would have a sharply negative effect on Latino perceptions of the Republican Party.60
Some pundits might dismiss this population as already lost to Republicans.
However, the research reveals that half of Latino voters have indeed voted for a
Republican candidate, and among those who have voted Republican in the past,
many reported that blocking reform with a path to citizenship would sharply affect
their view of the party.61 For example, if the Republican leadership in the House is
seen as blocking reform, prior Latino Republican voters will go from a 46 percent
favorable and 47 percent unfavorable view of the party to 30 percent favorable and
61 percent unfavorable. That is a remarkable 30-point swing—enough to worry
anyone who wants to win an election.62

What about the kids?
Children who closely share the immigrant experience with their parents represent
a significant electoral influence likely to personally feel the impact of public policies.63 Research by Louis DeSipio, Frank Bean, and Ruben Rumbaut illustrates that
a parent’s status and naturalization increases political engagement by their kids.64
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Let’s start by considering those who are most directly affected. Roughly 4.5 million children of undocumented parents are U.S.-born and thus will automatically
be entitled to vote when they turn 18.65 Accounting for mortality—a modest
factor for such a young population—that amounts to just fewer than 4.5 million
people who will turn 18 and be eligible to vote by 2032, potentially casting a
cumulative 11 million votes by that year.66 This is the real 11 million that politicians should be focused on, rather than the 11 million undocumented immigrants
living in the country right now.67

Calculating the 11 million ballots cast by 2032
Our calculations suggest that between now and 2032, just under 4.5
million children of unauthorized immigrants will turn 18 and may
potentially cast up to a collective 11 million votes in the next five
presidential elections. How did we get to this number?
First, we applied mortality estimates—explained in the appendix—
to account for reductions in the current population over the next 18
years. Then, to estimate the total number of new voters by election,
we have aged in the population that will turn 18 between now and
2032. Consider two children, a boy age 17 and a girl age 5. The boy
will turn 18 in one year and will be eligible to vote in the 2016 presidential election. He will also be able to vote in the next four elections
in 2020, 2024, 2028, and 2032. The girl, by contrast, will only turn 18

in 2027 and as such will only be able to vote in the two presidential
elections in 2028 and 2032.
To calculate the total number of votes that this population will
potentially cast, we created a model based on when each child of undocumented immigrants will turn 18 and then figured out how many
presidential elections they will be able to vote in through 2032.
(Note: These are only potential ballots cast, which assumes that
every new eligible voter will vote in each presidential election.
Given that voter turnout rates overall run in the mid-50 percent to
60 percent range, these figures should be taken as the maximum
potential votes cast.68)

Moreover, given the ways that naturalized citizens, lawful permanent residents,
and undocumented immigrants are often woven together into the same households and communities, it makes sense to expand the group to all 15.4 million
already-citizen children in immigrant families who will be of voting age by 2032.
Shifting the lens slightly, given the often racialized nature of the debate, there are
19.3 million young Latinos and Asian Americans who are currently U.S. citizens
and will be of voting age by that same year.69
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Figure 1 below illustrates the rise of these three groups of potential voters by
2032: the citizen children of undocumented immigrants, the citizen children of
immigrant parents, and all citizen Latino and Asian American children. Several
useful ways to think about the timing are that by the end of 2032 and over the
course of five presidential elections:
• The citizen children of the currently undocumented will have been able
to cast 11 million ballots.
• All citizen immigrant children will have been able to cast more than
41 million ballots.
• All citizen Latino and Asian American youth will have been able to
cast nearly 52 million ballots.

FIGURE 1

Facing the kids, 2016–2032
Millions of potential new voters, cumulative
Citizen Latino and Asian
American children

20

Citizen children of all
immigrants currently
in the United States

15
10
5
0

Citizen children
of undocumented
immigrants
2016

2020

2024

2028

2032

Source: Author's calculations of American Community Survey data.

How will this next America vote? Already, 74 percent of young Latinos ages 18
to 34 think that “many Republicans in Congress” hold negative attitudes toward
immigrants; they perceive anti-immigrant statements as reflective of the party and
not just of a few select politicians. Nearly 60 percent of second-generation Latinos
indicate that they will be less likely to vote for Republicans in future elections if
reform with a path to citizenship is blocked.70
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There are important moderate pro-reform voices in the Republican Party, however, who are trying to appeal to this emerging group of voters. Sen. John McCain
(R-AZ) has noted his belief that “the fundamental principle of this legislation has
to contain a path to citizenship,” and enough Republican senators agreed with him
to pass S.744 in 2013 by a 68-to-32 margin.71 Republican strategist Whit Ayres
has worried about the long-term slippage of the party if it does not improve its
standing with nonwhite voters,72 and Karl Rove has suggested that the immigration issue “keeps Latinos who otherwise agree with us from hearing us fully.”73 The
Republican Growth and Opportunity Project—better known as the Republican
Party “autopsy” of the 2012 presidential defeat—suggested that immigration
reform was critical to the future of the party.74

While

Yet these more moderate voices have been overwhelmed by party dynamics as a
whole. While some calculations suggest that holding back on immigration reform
is better for the midterm elections, that strategy is shortsighted and will cost
Republicans in the long term.

too represents a

Even with the politics of the issue within the House Republican caucus making
it too difficult to move forward on legislation this year, immigration reform that
includes a pathway to citizenship is still smart policy now and wise politically for
the future. While administrative relief may not be everything communities need
or want, it too represents a platform to support families, strengthen the economy,
and win political support.
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Conclusion
Immigration reform today is at a standstill. But in the future—when members of
Congress work up the courage to pass this much-needed legislation—a full pathway to citizenship is the only viable way forward.
It is not clear what political problem blocking citizenship is meant to solve. Polls,
including from conservative Fox News,75 suggest that a path to citizenship is
popular with both Republicans and the broader public. The nonpartisan Public
Religion Research Institute also found that 63 percent of respondents crossing
party and religious lines favored legislation to create a pathway for undocumented
immigrants, while only 14 percent supported legal residency with no option for
citizenship. Indeed, the support for citizenship among the American public is so
strong that nearly 70 percent of Americans believe the 13-year path laid out in the
Senate bill is too long.76
In contrast with the conservatives who think about immigration reform purely
in terms of the number of new voters created, the real focus should not be on the
immigrants themselves but instead on their families and their children who are
already U.S.-born citizens—all of whom are likely to direct their frustrations at
those who held back the dreams of their relatives, friends, and communities.
Immigration reform with a pathway to citizenship makes sense on family, economic, and moral grounds. It is supported by business, labor, and civic leaders,
and is popular with voters and voters-to-be. It is rare to find this winning combination, and both parties should capitalize on the reality of this situation to come
together to pass common-sense immigration reform.
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Technical appendix
Figure 1 shows projections of new eligible voters for each presidential election
year from three groups:
• U.S.-citizen children—under 18 years old—of undocumented parents
• U.S.-citizen children with at least one immigrant parent
• U.S.-citizen children of Asian American or Latino descent
We should note that for this report we include Pacific Islanders in the broader
Asian American category; they comprise about 4 percent of the combined total,
are generally included with Asians in broader data on political preferences, and are
likely to have similar sensitivities around immigration issues so this seemed like an
appropriate grouping.77
To estimate the cumulative number of new eligible voters of these various categories, we calculated the age distributions for each group of U.S.-citizen children
from the 2012 American Community Survey, or ACS, Public Use Microdata
Sample, or PUMS, from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, or IPUMS.78
Given the lack of information in the ACS on parents’ legal status, the age distribution of the estimated 4.5 million U.S.-citizen children of undocumented
immigrants was proxied by the age distribution of U.S.-citizen children with
at least one noncitizen parent. This distribution was applied to the estimated
base of 4.5 million children of undocumented immigrants in generating our
estimates. We took the 2012 ACS data as a reasonable representation of the
2014 totals and age distributions and then made straightforward projections
for each group of U.S.-citizen children by assuming that everyone ages in place;
for example, the number of 17-year-olds became our projection of new voters
in 2015, the number of 16-year-olds became the projection for 2016, and so on.
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This is likely to slightly understate the total impact since the youth population
probably grew modestly between 2012 and 2014. Finally, we applied estimates
of mortality for the population—although, as might be guessed, these are not
large adjustments for such a young population. Still, that explains why our
estimates of the total number of aged-in potential voters who are, say, children
of immigrants, is slightly less than the total number of those children in the
2012 ACS; to keep matters clear, we consistently report the mortality-adjusted
numbers in the text.
We should note that this approach is likely to underestimate the actual numbers
of citizen children of immigrants and citizen Latino and Asian American children
in the future given that it does not consider the impact of future immigration. This
was intentional, however, as we intend for our projections to reflect only those
children who are likely to be impacted in some way by the current immigration
debate, so it makes sense to include only those currently residing in the United
States. Because we end the analysis in 2032, we also conveniently exclude those
projected to be born to parents currently residing in the United States, as they will
not yet have crossed the threshold to the voting age of 18.
These numbers of new youth voters are far above any reasonable estimates of undocumented residents who will become citizens under the Senate plan. As a thought
experiment, we also projected who might become eligible to vote and when based
on the Senate bill. To do so, we drew upon several data sources, including the projections of numbers of new legal permanent residents under S.744 from the currently
undocumented immigrants included in a CBO analysis,79 a Pew Research Hispanic
Trends Project report,80 and two reports from the U.S. Department of Homeland
Security’s Office of Immigration Statistics, or OIS, describing naturalization rates for
immigrants who were legalized under the IRCA.81
While the newest estimates suggest that the number of undocumented immigrants living in the country is somewhere between 11 million and 12 million,82 it
is likely that about 10 million of these are adults. As it turns out, some percentage
of these individuals will not meet the time-in-country and other requirements in
the Senate bill to obtain the initial legal status of a registered provisional immigrant, or RPI, or agricultural worker, and thus the CBO estimates that among
those who entered the United States as adults—age 16 and older—only 6.5
million will make the initial cut.83 Those going the RPI route will then need to
maintain income and employment over time, pay a series of fees and back taxes,
and only after 10 years may apply to be lawful permanent residents, or LPRs.
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The agricultural workers would be able to become LPRs after five years. Given
the mix and the requirements, the CBO also estimates that only 5.3 million of
these adults—both the RPIs and the agricultural workers—will attain LPR status
by 2028. There are another 1.5 million DREAMers—some adults and some
youth—and we discuss them separately below.84
To calculate who would naturalize from this group of 5.3 million people, we took
the projected numbers of new LPRs by time period and route—RPI or agricultural worker—from the CBO report85 and applied two scenarios of cumulative
naturalizations over time based on published OIS reports of naturalization rates for
immigrants who were granted status under the IRCA. The lower-bound scenario
assumes cumulative naturalization rates over time that are similar to those who
were legalized under the IRCA—reaching 53 percent after 15 years of eligibility—
while the upper-bound scenario assumes cumulative naturalization rates over time
that are similar to all non-Mexican IRCA immigrants—reaching 68 percent after
15 years of eligibility—along with a steeper rise in naturalizations during the first
four years of eligibility. Front loading in the first four years seemed appropriate:
Given the much longer wait time before one is able obtain LPR status under S.744
compared with the IRCA, there may be some pent-up demand for naturalization.
The higher cumulative share after 15 years of eligibility of 68 percent was chosen
to ensure that our upper-bound estimates were overestimates given that non-Mexicans have historically had much faster naturalization rates than Mexicans86 and that
the majority of the undocumented are of Mexican origin.87
Another group of adults will follow a slightly different path—those who are currently 18 and older but arrived in the country before the age of 16. These adult
DREAMers total about 500,000, and they face two potential paths: either follow
the regular RPI path to LPR status lasting 10 years or go through an accelerated
five-year path that would allow them to become LPRs—and later citizens—more
quickly, provided they commit to military service or pursue a college degree. The
CBO provides estimates of those who are likely to obtain LPR status via the latter
accelerated route, and we distributed these to the adult DREAMer population,
with some also added to the group of younger DREAMers ages 13 and older. As
for rates of naturalization, we took the upper-bound estimate for the regular RPIs
as the lower-bound estimate for this group and devised another upper bound
based on full naturalization after 15 years. We saw less reason for this group, for
whom this country has been their formative experience, to eschew naturalization.
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To estimate the number of new eligible voters from the 1 million currently
undocumented children—younger DREAMers—we assumed that this group
would naturalize at an even faster rate once eligible, given that most of them are
growing up in the United States now, likely already view themselves as Americans,
and may have few home country loyalties that would induce them to delay naturalization. We thus used the upper bound for the older DREAMers as the lower
bound for this group and applied an even faster cumulative naturalization rate for
the upper bound—one that assumes 95 percent would be naturalized within five
years of attaining LPR status and that 100 percent would be naturalized after 10
years. As for the choice of a faster path, the incentives fall off for the youngest in
this group so we assumed a faster path might be chosen only by those ages 13 or
older, and we applied the age distribution of noncitizen children younger than 18
in the United States derived from the 2012 IPUMS ACS to estimate the number
of DREAMers between the ages of 13 and 17.
The results are strikingly different from the specter of “11 million Democratic
voters.” Given the long path to citizenship status—and after making modest
adjustments for mortality—we estimate that only a trickle of new voters who will
benefit from naturalization will hit the polls in 2024 and 2028. By 2032, reasonable estimates suggest that there will be 1.8 million to 3 million new voters as a
result of S.744. Of course, given the time blocks in the legislation, it is probably
more appropriate to stretch the time frame out to 2040, but even then the number
is 3.4 million to 4.3 million.
In short, a reasonable estimate of the maximum amount of new voters from legalization in the year 2040 is still below the virtually assured number of new voters
in 2032 who are U.S.-citizen children of the undocumented and simply aged their
way into being able to politically support those who supported their parents.
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