
Asian Americans and the

Introduction

Immigrants will make-up about 1-in-10 people eligible to register to  

vote in the upcoming U.S. elections on November 3rd, and Asian-origin  

immigrants will comprise about the same proportion of that voting bloc  

as those from Latin America. And while the majority of people of Latinx  

heritage are U.S. born, the majority of Asian Americans were born  

outside the United States. Thus, most Asian American voters are  

immigrants or naturalized citizens. This issue brief explores how this  

group is making its mark in 2020.

Methodology

This brief presents the results of interviews conducted by telephone  

and online from July 15th to September 10th, 2020 of 1,569  

registered voters who identify as Asian American, producing an overall  

margin of sampling error of +/- 2%. Sampling was targeted towards the  

six largest national origin groups that together account for more than  

75% of the Asian American adult citizen population. Interviews were  

conducted in English, Cantonese, Mandarin, Korean, and Vietnamese,  

and included landlines, mobile phones, and web surveys.

1

Immigrant Vote in the 2020
U.S Election
Karthick Ramakrishan, University of California, Riversideand

Janelle Wong,University of Maryland

Immigration Initiative at Harvard Policy Brief5.

VOLUME 1 / NUMBER 5 / OCTOBER 2020

ISSUE  
BRIEF
S E R I E S
The IIH supports the production and  

dissemination of rigorous, non-partisan,  

and non-ideological research on  

immigration issues across a broad  

diversity of disciplines and perspectives,  

and the application of this research to  

local, regional, and national policy issues.

K E Y F A C T S

▪ Immigrants will make-up about 1-in-10
people eligible to register to vote in the

upcoming U.S. elections.

▪ Asia-origin immigrants will comprise about

the same proportion of that voting bloc as

those from Latin America.

▪ Most Asian American voters are immigrants

and naturalized citizens.

▪ There is evidence of a lack of outreach to  

the Asian American electorate. The 2020  
Asian American Voter Survey shows that  

only about half of all respondents were  

contacted by either major political party.

▪ A majority of Asian Americans (54%) plan to  

vote for Biden compared to just 30% who  

planned to support Trump. Vietnamese  

Americans are the only Asian American  
group surveyed that leans more Republican  

(38%) than Democrat (28%)

▪ Health care remains a core concern for  

Asian Americans.
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Total Sample: 

1,569(+/-2%)

The findings in this brief are weighted statistically to  

account for any demographic differences of interest  

between the sample and population parameters for  

analyses of the national Asian American population, as  

well as for subgroups of the population, on the following  

dimensions: size of group within a state, educational  

attainment, gender, age, andnativity.

Key Findings

Record Breaking Voter Enthusiasm

The data show that enthusiasm toward the upcoming

U.S. presidential election is running high. A majority  

(54%) of registered Asian Americans say that compared  

to previous elections they are more enthusiastic than  

usual about voting. The survey 2 included Chinese,  

Indian, Korean, Vietnamese, Japanese, and Filipino  

voters.

These results, when combined with results from the  

2018 election showing record high levels of turnout  

among nearly every Asian American voting  

demographic,3 suggests that the 2020 election will  

break records for the Asian American vote for a  

presidential election.

P a rty Preferences

Enthusiasm among registered Asian American voters is  

likely to benefit Democratic candidate Joseph Biden. A  

majority of Asian Americans (54%) planned to vote for  

Biden compared to just 30% who planned to support  

Republican incumbent Donald Trump.

Biden was strongly favored among all national origin  

groups surveyed, except Vietnamese Americans. Among  

Vietnamese registered voters, support is higher for  

Trump (48%) than Biden (36%). Indian Americans are the  

most inclined to vote for Biden among all Asian American  

groups (66%). At the same time, 14% of Asian American  

registered voters remained undecided about their  

presidential vote choice, with Chinese Americans (22%)

Continued

The sample sizes by ethnicity are as follows, along with 

anestimation of the margin of error associated with each 

sample size (in parentheses): 1
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exhibiting the highest proportion of voters who saidthey 

were “undecided.”

Consistent with this pattern, Biden’s favorability ratings  

were nearly twice as high as Trump’s among the Asian  

Americans surveyed.

Majorities of Asian American registered voters also say  

they will support Democratic over Republican candidates  

in House and Senate races. Again, the exception to this  

trend of Democratic support were Vietnamese American  

voters, who on the whole are more likely to support  

Republican candidates for House and Senate than  

Democratic candidates.

P a rtisanship

Partisanship, a potent factor in determining vote choice  

among the electorate as a whole, likely drives these  

group differences among Asian Americans. Vietnamese  

Americans are the only Asian American group surveyed  

that leans more Republican (38%) than Democrat (28%)  

with a large proportion of those who identify as non-

partisan (34%). Although lack of partisanship has long  

been a feature of the Asian American electorate,  

Democrats now comprise a larger group of Asian  

American registered voters (44%) than do non-partisans  

(32%).

The Impact of COVID-19

Although enthusiastic about voting, Asian American  

registered voters also expressed some concerns about  

the upcoming election. Almost half (48%) said they often  

worry about the possibility of election interference in  

November. In addition, almost half worry about the health  

and safety of voting in-person at the polls due to COVID-

19. Perhaps as a consequence, most Asian American  

registered voters (54%) said they prefer to vote bymail

Resultssuggest that the  

2020 election willbreak  

records for the Asian  

American vote for a  

presidentialelection.

“

Ethnicity Sample size 

and (margin 

of error)

Asian Indian 260 (+/ 6%)

Chinese 306 (+/6%)

Filipino 263(+/6%)

Japanese 226 (+/7%)

Korean 250 (+/6%)

Vietnamese 264 (+/6%)



Outreach to the Asian American Electorate

Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial group in  

the electorate and comprise a critical mass in  

Presidential battleground states like Arizona,  

Pennsylvania, and North Carolina.4 Political parties have  

yet to harness the power of the Asian American vote,  

however, for there is evidence of a lack of outreach the  

Asian American electorate. The 2020 Asian American  

Voter Survey shows that only about half of all  

respondents were contacted by either major political  

party.

Asian American Voters are HealthCare Voters

The Affordable Care Act passed under President Obama  

remains a topic of major debate as voters head toward  

the November election. However, one thing is clear,  

Asian Americans have taken advantage of the policy. A  

report from the Commonwealth Fund,5 for example,  

shows that gaps in health care coverage between Asian  

Americans and Whites have closed since its passage. It  

should come as no surprise then, that the 2016  

National Asian American Survey showed that majorities  

of all Asian American groups expressed support for the  

Affordable Care Act, the health care law passed by  

Congress and President Obama in 2010.6

Health care remains a concern for Asian Americans in
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or vote by absentee ballot rather than to vote in-person  

(26%) on Election Day. This was a preference of all of  

the groups surveyed, though Vietnamese Americans  

were more willing to vote in-person on Election Day than  

other Asian American groups.

the current political environment. More than half (54%)  

say that they worry “somewhat often” or “very often”  

about not being able to afford the health care that they  

need. Worry about health care affordability is highest  

among those under 50 years old.

The most pressing public health crisis is the global  

pandemic, which has exacerbated racial inequalities in  

the U.S. and had a unique impact on Asian Americans. A  

recent report from The Marshall Project,7 for example,  

suggests that Asian Americans, Latinos, and Black  

Americans have died at a relatively higher rate than  

Whites as a result of COVID-19. Asian Americans make-up  

a disproportionate share of essential workers serving on  

the frontlines of health care systems and they have been  

deeply affected by the pandemic effects on restaurants  

and food service, according to data compiled by The New  

American Economy Research Fund.8 Research also shows  

that Asian American unemployment and joblessness  

rates have grown relative to Whites over the COVID-19  

crisis.9 Finally, reports of hate crimes and anti-Asian bias  

incidents spiked during this period.10

The 2020 Asian American Voter Survey provides new

insights on how Asian American registered voters are

responding to the COVID-19pandemic:

A majority (54%) worry somewhat or very often that they

will not be able to access health care because of COVID-

19.

44% worry very often about job loss or difficulties finding

employment because of COVID-19.

At 56%, Vietnamese registered voters express the highest

levels of worry over job security.

COVID-19 related worries also extend to hate crimes and  

harassment. More than one-out-of four Asian American  

registered voters say that they worry very often about  

hate crimes, harassment, and discrimination because of  

COVID-19. And, more than half of all Asian American  

registered voters worry “very often” or “somewhat often”  

about this kind of experience.

What do these trends mean for the November election?  

When asked which party is doing a better job on health  

care, 50% of Asian Americans surveyed said the  

Democrats, 20% indicated the Republicans, and 30% said  

there is no difference or that they didn’t know which party  

was doing better on this critical issue.

Immigrant Asian American Voters

Finally, our survey allows us to zero-in on salient  

distinctions between Asian American immigrant and
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Conclusion

The survey data presented in this brief give some  

indication of the importance of the Asian-American vote  

in the 2020 U.S. election and trends within the  

community. COVID-19 appears to be an important  

factor in influencing the vote, and in the volatile climate  

it has forged, time will tell its true impact on this diverse  

community in terms of both voting patterns, turn-out  

and candidate preference.
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non-immigrant voters. Foreign-born and native-born  

Asian Americans are equally enthusiastic about the  

upcoming election. 54% of both groups say they are  

“more enthusiastic” about the November election  

compared to previous elections. Although both groups  

are more likely to support Joe Biden over Donald  

Trump, the gap is much narrower among the foreign  

born (47% for Biden, 35% for Trump, and the rest  

undecided), compared to the U.S. born (69% Biden,  

29% Trump, and 11% undecided). Finally, Asian  

immigrant voters are less progressive than U.S.-born  

Asian Americans when it comes to government-

sponsored health insurance and providing a pathway to  

citizenship for undocumented immigrants, but notably  

more progressive on gun control and protecting the  

environment.
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NATIONAL ASIAN AMERICAN  

SURVEY (NAAS)

NAAS is a scientific, independent and nonpartisan  

effort to gauge the opinions of Asian Americans and  

Pacific Islanders in the United States. NAAS  

conducted its first survey in 2008, which focused  

primarily on issues of civic engagement and  

political participation. In 2012, NAAS partnered  

with various community organizations, to provide  

an in-depth look at where Asian Americans and  

Pacific Islanders stand on a variety of important  

public policy issues. In 2016, they conducted two  

waves of surveys, one before the presidential  

election and another after the presidential election.  

All NAAS reports and data are available at  

www.naasurvey.com.
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