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This paper explores the impact migration has on political socialization among 
migrants and tests whether migrants’ initial political socialization is enduring, 
even in the face of exposure to a different political environment. It further 
explores whether migrants are resocialized. Based on bivariate and multivariate 
analyses of survey data on return migrants to Puerto Rico, I find that migrants 
become desocialized when living in the United States, and become politically 
resocialized on their return. Yet, these desocialized migrants internalize these 
patterns displayed abroad to deploy them in Puerto Rico on their return. Political 
desocialization, however, does not appear to have a permanent impact on migrant 
political orientations. Findings establish and trace a pattern of continuity and 
change from early political socialization and the impact of environmental context 
on political orientations. [Keywords: Political socialization, political orientations, 
migration, return migration, Puerto Ricans]
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of Puerto Rican migrants? Do their opinions about the politics in Puerto Rico 
change after residing in the United States for a period of time? Are they more 
or less interested in politics? Do they feel more trusting or cynical about the 
government? How does their opinion on the status of Puerto Rico change, if at 
all, after experiencing life in the United States? Are they more inclined to favor 
statehood after experiencing what it is to reside in a state of the American union? 
Or are they more likely to support independence or Commonwealth? For a group 
of Puerto Ricans born in the island and who spent a number of years in the United 
States, in fact the longer they lived in the United States, the greater their support 
for statehood for Puerto Rico once they returned to the island. In this paper I 
explore how residing in the United States may have contributed to changing the 
opinions of Puerto Rican migrants on this subject and others relevant to political 
participation in Puerto Rico. 

Puerto Ricans have long provided a vivid example of a large population movement. 
Migratory waves of sponsored workers from the island to the United States and its 
territories date to as early as 1899, immediately after Puerto Rico became a United 
States possession, and have lasted until the present, ebbing and flowing with the 
vagaries of labor demand from the United States, economic conditions in the United 
States and Puerto Rico and the initiatives and policies of both the government of 
the United States and the colonial governments of Puerto Rico (Duany 2002; Pérez 
2004; Whalen 2001). In all, at the height of the great migratory movement during 
the 1950s, 50,000 Puerto Ricans were leaving the island every year.

Currently, the Puerto Rican population in the United States exceeds that of the 
island (Falcón 2004), a singular feature of most recent migrations from the Western 
Hemisphere to the United States (DeSipio and Pantoja 2007). While out migration 
from Puerto Rico to the United States continues to this day, the net outflow 
decreased during the 1960s and 1970s as a result of an increased wave of returnees 
from the United States. Estimates of the proportion of residents of Puerto Rico who 
are migrants vary. Surveys of municipalities in and around the San Juan Metropolitan 
area estimate the rate of residents with migration experience to range between 18 
percent and 27 percent (Duany 2002). Census data indicate that in 1990 and 2000, 4 
percent and 3.2 percent of the resident population of the island, respectively,  
had resided in the United States five years prior, with municipalities clustered on  

[ 126 ]

HOW DOES LIVING IN THE UNITED 
STATES AFFECT THE POLITICS



the northwest quadrant of the island exhibiting sustained overrepresentation of 
return migrants in their populations (Vargas-Ramos 2008).

In the process of migrating between countries, migrants make adjustments in 
varying degrees as they become incorporated in the receiving societies. One such 
adjustment to the receiving society involves political socialization (Sigel and 
Hoskin 1977). The process is actually one of resocialization as it is assumed that the 
migrant, particularly a labor migrant of working age (e.g., 16 years and over), would 
have already acquired not simply rudimentary political orientations, values and 
practices in the home or sending society, but, in effect, in keeping with dominant 
perspective on political socialization, the migrant is likely to have internalized 
these orientations, values and practices early on in childhood and adolescence, 
which would then persist through the migrant’s life, influencing and informing 
her future learning (Jennings et al. 2009; Sears and Levy 2003; Sears 1975; Renshon 
1977). Thus, on entering a new political system, migrants make assessments of 
the new environment on the basis of what they already know about the world of 
politics and the orientations toward that world they already have (Hoskin 1989). 
But what is the outcome of such assessments? Is the migrant likely to learn and 
internalize the values, norms and practices of the new polity, and, if so, to what 
degree? Or, on the contrary, is the migrant likely to reject them and remain at 
the margin of the political process while in the receiving society? Do changes 
in migrant political orientations persist as they travel between polities? Or are 
changes in orientations simply the result of changes in political environments  
with no lasting effect on core orientations of migrants?

I LOOK AT HOW CHANGE IN 
POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT GIVEN 
BY MIGRATION FROM ONE POLITY 
TO ANOTHER CHANGES THE 
POLITICAL ORIENTATIONS  
OF INDIVIDUALS.

This paper examines political socialization and political environment, and the 
impact they have on the political orientation of Puerto Rican migrants. I look 
at how change in political environment given by migration from one polity to 
another changes the political orientations of individuals. I further examine what 
lasting effect may exposure to a different political system, given by migration, 
have on the orientations of political actors. Do migrants simply adapt to new 
environments migration may take them to, or do migrants actually internalize 
the new environment’s norms, values and orientations? Furthermore, if migrants 
internalize such norms and orientations from abroad, are these then deployed as 
migrants return to the sending polity? Based on findings from survey data on the 
political orientations of return migrants to Puerto Rico, I find that the migrants do 
become politically resocialized while living in the receiving society. These migrants 
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may be desocialized while they reside in the receiving society; that is, their political 
orientations while living abroad may change from those exhibited in the society of 
origin. Moreover, their political desocialization appears to have a lingering impact 
on migrant political orientations, even if this impact is not permanent and does not 
seem to suffuse the political system of the society of origin. 

The analyses that follow are situated in the literature on political socialization, 
with an emphasis on migrant socialization as a distinct type of adult socialization. 
The analyses use migration as an opportunity to explore the relevance of political 
environment on political orientations and how it may conform to or challenge the 
impact of political socialization on political orientations. In describing the political 
environment between which migrants move and function in, I will sketch similarities 
and differences between Puerto Rico and the United States political systems. 
Data analyses performed are quantitative in nature, both bivariate (descriptive and 
associational) and multivariate.

The relevance of the study of political orientations resides in the robust and 
consistent impact these have on political participation (Campbell et al. 1980). 
Political orientations such as interest in public or government affairs, efficacy, 
discussion about politics or public affairs, trust and cynicism in the political system 
are all associated positively with increased political participation. These political 
orientations are conceptualized as mediating the impact of socioeconomic variables, 
on the one hand, and voluntary organization membership, on the other, on political 
activity as higher educational attainment increases knowledge, interest and efficacy; 
and as associational membership imbues members with politically relevant skills 
that also strengthen efficacy and become sites for dissemination of knowledge 
about the political world (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1995). Empirical results 
show political orientations to be in fact robust predictors of political participation 
in Puerto Rico (Vargas-Ramos 2005). Political issues, such as the status question 
for Puerto Rico, are also factors that engage and mobilize the population of a given 
political society (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993). Thus, if migration has an impact 
on political orientations and attitudes through the resocialization of migrants, then 
migration may also have an impact on political participation mediated through the 
changes that may take place in political orientations.

Concurrent research

The present analysis is part and parcel of a larger research project that examines the 
impact of Puerto Ricans’ migration experience on their politics and civic engagement. 
This research project approaches systematically the analysis of the consequences of 
migration on politics by examining the component parts of political engagement at the 
individual level (i.e., political orientations, political attitudes and issues, and political 
behavior) in light of the migration process. Elsewhere I engage in the analysis of the 
migration experience on actual political behavior, both electoral and nonelectoral 
(Vargas-Ramos 2010a). I also engage elsewhere the impact of migration on a concrete 
and singular political orientation—partisanship (Vargas-Ramos 2010b). 

In these separate analyses, I find that, indeed, the migratory experience of Puerto 
Ricans has an impact on their political behavior as well as on partisanship. Residing 
in the United States diminishes dramatically the number of political activities 
migrants engaged in relative to their participation levels when they returned to 
Puerto Rico; a large proportion of them become completely passive, not involving 
themselves in any type of political activity whatsoever in the United States. 
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However, these same migrants are not distinct in their level of political activity 
in Puerto Rico from Puerto Ricans who have not migrated. Moreover, findings 
show that, while the same group of migrants behave radically different depending 
on whether they reside in Puerto Rico or in the United States, the lower rates of 
political participation they exhibit while sojourning in the United States do not have 
a latent impact on their political involvement on their return. These migrants do 
not appear to internalize the depolitizing practices they were exposed to while in the 
United States or manifest them on their return to the society of origin. There is  
evidence, however, that some of the migrants did learn new patterns of political 
activity while migrating. The longer a migrant resided in the United States, the greater 
the likelihood that she would engage in some political practices (e.g., voting, 
contributing money to candidates, community-oriented activity). Moreover, migrants 
also exhibited some learning on returning to Puerto Rico as they were more likely to 
engage in some activities the longer they had resided in Puerto Rico since returning. 
The findings for partisanship resemble these results for political behavior: migrants’ 
level of identification with a political party in the United States is significantly lower 
than it is when they are in Puerto Rico; residing in the United States has no impact 
on partisanship identification in Puerto Rico; but the longer a migrant has resided in 
the United States, the more likely it is that the migrant will identify with a political 
party in the United States (in a bivariate association). Given the detailed discussion 
of these other behavioral and partisan identification aspects of the political 
experience of Puerto Rican migrants conducted elsewhere, this present analysis  
is therefore limited to more abstract political orientations.

Political socialization and resocialization

In the process of migrating between countries, migrants make adjustments in varying 
degrees as they become incorporated in receiving societies. One such adjustment to 
receiving society takes place in the political arena, in the extent to which migrants 
come to join as participants in equal standing in the political community in which 
they find themselves; that is, to the extent they are incorporated into the polity and 
its dynamics. In this process, a migrant’s previous political socialization is likely to 
serve as filter or prism through which to observe and assess their new political reality. 

Early political socialization, while deeply ingrained, should not preclude later 
learning and therefore changes in political attitudes, orientations and behavior; 
rather, one would expect to discern a pattern of continuity and persistence of early 
learning about politics as well as change (Sigel 1989; Sapiro 1994). An individual may 
learn about politics as an adult; nevertheless, the endurance or pervasiveness of this 
later learning may not rival that acquired early on (Gitelman 1983). Political learning 
does account for added acquisition of knowledge about the political world that 
may take place beyond formative years, but political socialization implies learning 
that is lasting and which endures. For change or political resocialization to occur, it 
would require “an exacting and unusually powerful social situation” (Sears 1975: 135). 
Migration is such a powerful social situation (Sigel and Hoskin 1977; Sears and Levy 
2003). By moving from one society to another one, a migrant is exposed to both 
opportunities that may effect change in previously learned patterns of thinking and 
behaving as well as the possibility of staunchly embracing them and resisting change 
(Sigel and Hoskin 1977). 

It is the degree of adaptation to demands for change migrants face in the receiving 
society that frames their socialization (Hoskin 1989). As a result, the study of 
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migrants as they move between polities contributes to establishing when continuity 
and change become operative in the political socialization process. Continuity and 
change in patterns of political orientations of migrants are observed as desocialization 
and resocialization occur, which may be simultaneously (Hoskin 1989).  
Desocialization is the “unlearning of values, beliefs, attitudes and behavioral habits 
acquired in a different setting” (Gitelman 1983: 177), while resocialization would 
follow as the process of political learning in the new setting (cf. Finifter and Finifter 
1989). They are processes that are both spontaneous and planned, although neither 
has to actually take place. Consequently, the extent to which such polity’s norms, 
values, orientations and behavior may be acquired and internalized by the migrant  
is an empirical question.

White and his colleagues (2008) identify three theories that capture the 
possibilities of this migrant political learning process, culled from the broader 
political socialization literature: exposure, transferability and resistance. Resistance 
theory is consonant with early political socialization theory in that it does not 
anticipate great variation in the orientations and practices of migrants from those 
learned during “formative years” and will therefore not expect migrants to adapt 
easily, if at all, to the new political environment. Transferability theory, on the other 
hand, does contemplate the possibility and likelihood of migrant adaptation to the 
new political environment to the extent the migrant is able to draw lessons from 
previous experience in the society of origin and transfer them to the receiving 
polity. Transferability therefore is often dependent on the person’s age. The theory 
of exposure is even more optimistic to the possibility of migrant change and 
adaptability to a new political environment the longer a person is exposed to it.

The concept of exposure to a new political environment highlights the relevance 
of time. Time is as a key variable in the process of migrant political socialization.  
For Sears and Levy, the political development of children and adults is the “study 
of time within the human life span” (2003: 60). Time captures a migrant’s political 
experience overall, her accumulated experience in the new polity and life-cycle 
effects on her orientations and practices, which is why the specific operationalization 
of time becomes crucial to distinguish these time effects on socialization (White et al. 
2008). Empirical studies of migrant political incorporation confirm the importance 
of exposure to the new polity, measured by their length of residence in the receiving 
society, for increased likelihood of voting among migrants; although findings are 
inconclusive or contradictory about how prior political experience in the country 
of origin operates in the new society (Arvizu and Garcia 1996; Ramakrishnan and 
Espenshade 2001; Bueker 2005; Hritzuk and Park 2000).

Political environment and socialization 

As relevant to understanding the political socialization of migrants is the impact 
of the political environment. For migrants, the situational context becomes 
particularly salient. Proponents of the constant change or lifelong openness 
model of political socialization argue that the new experiences brought about 
by environmental influences have a powerful socializing impact on individuals as 
these influences continuously create new political orientations (Sigel and Hoskin 
1977). Since migration provides people with a unique way of changing their political 
environments, changes in the environment brought about by migration therefore 
result in great opportunities for resocialization (Brown 1988). Key to the impact 
of environmental change on political socialization brought about by migration is 



[ 131 ]

the extent to which the new political environment is similar to or different from 
the old one; the more similar the political environments, the lesser the likelihood 
of political resocialization as stimulus for change in behavior or orientations is 
muted. However, if the political environments are different, then the stimulus a 
migrant receives increases, provoking a greater likelihood of reaction and, therefore, 
change. Pressure to conform to the prevailing political culture of the new political 
environment—social contagion in Brown’s terms—leads migrants to adopt prevailing 
patterns of behavior, often by self-censoring, in an effort to fit in and avoid ostracism 
in the new milieu (Hanson 1991). The process is not predetermined; therefore, 
orientation and behavioral outcomes of migrants may range from conformity 
to early-learned values and resistance to the new ones to conforming to the new 
political culture and adaptation to new patterns, with intermediate outcomes 
possible as well (Hanson 1991). For others, it is congruence rather than difference 
with the previous political environment that “greatly increases the changes for 
successful adaptation to the new environment” (Sigel and Hoskin 1977: 288). 

Empirical findings show that, in terms of acquiring citizenship, arriving from 
repressive regimes will increase the likelihood of naturalization in the United States, 
but not the likelihood of voting; while immigrants arriving from polities similar to 
the receiving polity are more likely to vote (Bueker 2005). These findings underscore 
alternatively resistance as well as transferability (or translation) of previously learned 
patterns. Similarly, White and colleagues (2008) find that political orientations of 
immigrants to Canada are more sensitive to prior experiences in the home country, 
giving credence to the transfer theory; but when political behavior is observed, it is 
actual experience with the political system of the receiving society, through exposure 
to it, that increases the likelihood of voting. Finifter and Finifter (1989) also find 
evidence of transferability of political orientations. United States immigrants exhibit 
new political learning in Australia, although this learning is more likely to be manifest 
among those whose prior socialization imbues them with partisan identification in 
the United States, for “[p]rior socialization provides the seed for new learning, but the 
current environment provides the culture in which it is nurtured (Finifter and Finifter 
1989: 629). Overall, indeterminacy or inconsistency about the impact of the new 
political environment on learning or the effect of prior learning on migrant political 
behavior in the receiving society seems to prevail in the literature. However, empirical 
findings present a more consistent effect of environment on political orientations.

These theoretical perspectives of the impact of political environment on the 
political adaptation of migrants focus on the role and initiative of the migrant in 
adapting to the new environment. There is little or no role in incorporating newcomers 
to be played by the environment in these accounts. This theoretical disposition may be 
the reflection of an empirical reality. In fact, the position of governmental institutions 
of receiving societies in regards to incorporation of migrants recently has been one 
of laissez-faire (Jones-Correa 1998; Hoskin 1989; cf. Gitelman 1983). It is expected 
that the migrant make the necessary adjustment for her incorporation into her new 
environment with minimal, if any, intervention of the state apparatus or political 
institutions of the new political environment (e.g., political parties).

However, when the governmental apparatus finds it is advantageous to take 
an active role in the incorporation of migrants, incorporation improves and 
participation increases. Bueker (2005), for instance, finds that the type of treatment 
a migrant receives from the political system on reception has long-term consequences 
for their political incorporation. Cubans in the United States are a paradigmatic 



example. Sustained governmental assistance, given the migrants’ own individual 
and collective human capital, contributed to their rapid political incorporation to 
the United States. Moreover, it is not just state action but also inaction—that is, 
the extent to which state institutions mobilize new entrants to the polity—that 
determines immigrant integration (Bloemraad 2006). Michelson (2003), for instance, 
finds that Puerto Ricans born and raised in the United States are more distrustful 
of and cynical about the United States government than are Puerto Ricans born 
in Puerto Rico but residing in the United States. Michelson speculates that the 
reasons may reside in an educational experience in the United States that decreases 
the trust United States-born Puerto Ricans have in government or the relative 
disengagement from United States politics island-born Puerto Ricans exhibit given 
the ties they may maintain to the island. Thus, while some newcomers to the political 
environment may be mobilized and incorporated, others may be ignored, neglected 
or marginalized (Hoskin 1989).

FAMILIARITY WITH THE HOME 
COUNTRY WOULD ALONE 
MAKE RE-ENTRY A DIFFERENT 
PROCESS THAN IT WOULD BE FOR 
SOMEONE WHO MAY HAVE BEEN 
NEVER BEEN THERE AT ALL.
Return Migration and Political Resocialization

The study of return migrants provides a unique opportunity to explore the effect 
of migration on political learning and socialization by focusing on additional 
dimensions of the migration process and its impact on individual political actors.  
A migrant would have been socialized politically and may have had the opportunity 
to take part in the political process before migrating (Hoskin 1989). While abroad, 
in the receiving society, the migrant will be exposed to a political system that may 
resemble or differ from her home country’s system in varying degrees. Incorporation 
in the receiving society’s political system may afford migrants opportunities to 
become engaged or disengaged in the political process in varying degrees, given 
conditions on the ground upon arrival. Such patterns of political involvement may 
be learned and even internalized by the migrant (Finifter and Finifter 1989). But the 
process of re-entering the society of origin after migrating is not equal to entering an 
alien society for the first time, though it may share parallels. Therefore, exploring the 
effect of sojourning abroad on the political engagement of migrants contributes to 
an additional dimension of knowledge about political learning. On returning to the 
society of origin a migrant’s political orientations may revert to what they were prior 
to migration. Alternatively, such political orientations may exhibit changes based on 
the experiences to which migrants may have been exposed while abroad and carried 
to the home country on the migrant’s return. Furthermore, these changes in political 
orientations exhibited on return may be temporary as the migrant readjusts to the 
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polity of origin, or they may be permanent, indicating a fundamental change in the 
migrant’s political perspective (i.e., socialization).

Going “back home” is then not the same as going to a strange new place. Familiarity 
with the home country would alone make re-entry a different process than it would be 
for someone who may have been never been there at all. Re-entry, however, does not 
have to be necessarily easy or seamless, particularly if the migrant has changed much 
since departing, or if the society to which the migrant returns has changed since the 
migrant initially departed (Pérez 2004). If socialization is the enduring learning of 
values, norms and practices of a society, for a return migrant this may be redundant 
simply because a migrant may continue doing and thinking exactly what she did 
before leaving that society for the first time and may have never stopped behaving 
the same while abroad. On the other hand, for a returnee socialization may entail 
resorting to recalling the way things used to be done at home because they may have 
forgotten while abroad. Upon return, however, they may easily resume patterns of 
usage and customs on re-encountering them. Or the migrant may have to undergo a 
re-resocialization process: re-learning or learning anew what one used to do at home 
before leaving as a result of detachment or disuse from those patterns of behavior 
while abroad or change at home in the interim period.

In Puerto Rico, for instance, voting procedures have changed over the decades. 
Prior to 1980, casting the ballot entailed assembling in a room or hall on a work holiday 
all registered voters of a given precinct or district who had turned out to vote by a 
designated time, where they would all remain sequestered until the last voter had 
cast her ballot. Currently, a duly registered voter may cast a ballot at any time within 
designated hours the precinct remains open (Cámara Fuertes 2004). This may allow 
more flexibility to voters in a more complex and time-starved modern society. But it 
may also weaken communal ties in a ritualized political activity shared and witnessed 
by immediate neighbors, to the point where the social incentive to vote that existed in 
previous decades may weaken, potentially reducing turnout. A recent return migrant 
may recall how voting may have occurred in prior years, comment on the change, 
note the difference and proceed to vote, adapting to the new pattern of casting ballots. 
However, the return migrant may not turn out to vote if, as someone with weakened 
roots in the community from sojourning abroad, she may not feel the social incentive 
and pressure that may come with a collective activity, such as voting, in the same 
location at the same time while other voter-neighbors are present. Her interest in the 
political process may lag, resulting in a greater likelihood of abstention.

Re-socialization on return to the sending society, moreover, involves learning and 
re-learning in reference not only to the home country, but also in reference to the 
exposure to customs and usages while in the receiving society. Thus, the migrant in 
the preceding example may encounter the new voting procedure in Puerto Rico and 
deem it different from what it was in the past, but not necessarily unlike what she 
may have encountered while residing in, say, New York City, where polls remain open 
for fifteen hours to ease access to the polls on a regular work day. Such similarity 
in voting procedure between the two political jurisdictions may facilitate the 
transference of voting experience, and correspondingly it may make the likelihood 
of turnout greater. But just as well, the fact that she has returned to her country of 
origin, a place where she may feel in the midst of her people, where they conform the 
majority of the electorate, and from among which the political leadership is elected, 
may increase the likelihood of increased political engagement, interest, discussion, 
and action on her part.
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The Migrating Environments

Puerto Rico’s political system was the creation of the United States (Go 2008, Carr 
1984), and Puerto Rico is still under United States federal jurisdiction. The United States 
is of course an independent nation-state in the international system, while Puerto Rico 
remains a colonial dependency of the United States, belonging to, but not a part of, the 
United States (Burnett and Marshall 2001). The governmental apparatus in Puerto Rico 
is essentially a replica of the institutional arrangements of United States governments 
at the state level, with an executive branch lead by a popularly elected governor since 
1948, a bicameral legislature and an independent judiciary (Anderson 1970). The political 
party system has historically been dominated by two main political forces or coalitions, 
with a smattering of smaller parties playing peripheral roles; during the second third of 
the twentieth century, the political system was dominated by a single party (Carr 1984). 
Since 1972, however, it has been characterized by a highly competitive system, with the 
two leading parties alternating in power (Cámara Fuertes 2004). Consequently, political 
parties have been very active in mobilizing their bases as well as voters not identified 
or weakly identified with one of the parties. The electoral process is nevertheless 
characterized by particular features that captivate the population and distinguish it 
from the contemporary political system in the United States; attributes include a mass 
phenomenon with important ritualistic overtones, strongly populist and with high party 
identification (Anderson 1983). Moreover, the party system is strongly personalistic, very 
centralized and highly disciplined (Falcón 1983).

The principal reason for the dominance of party politics is the nature of political 
development in Puerto Rico itself, as electoral politics are “the keystone of 
legitimization in the Puerto Rican political system” (Anderson 1983: 6).  
Electoral participation is not simply an instrumental avenue to procedurally  
articulate interests in the polity, but it is also the mechanism that validates the regime, 
including its political relationship with the United States; and a good indicator of 
adherence to not simply a democratic form of interest articulation and representation, 
but also adherence to a “modern” form of interest articulation and representation.  
It is the normatively appropriate and sanctioned form of participation.

There are other forms of interest articulation in Puerto Rico. However, 
traditionally, they have not been as extensive as electoral participation. As they 
are deployed, when these non-electoral forms of participation are perceived as not 
geared to changing the regime, but rather are seen as oriented to the re-allocation of 
value in society, they tend to become co-opted by the party system, as has been the 
case with the labor movement, the environmental movement or the movement to 
redistribute fallow land. However, those that are perceived as regime changing are 
treated as regime-threatening and consequently, de-legitimized and subverted. Such 
has been the case with the pro-independence movement. Modes of participation 
of this alternative movement have been less election-centered and more focused 
on community-organizing; protest marches, demonstrations, strikes and sit-ins; 
boycotting the electoral process; and even the use of deadly force. Correspondingly, 
the modes of participation of alternative movements have traditionally been 
de-legitimized and subverted, along with those movements and their objectives, as 
disruptive, threatening and simply non-normative. The political system therefore 
is biased toward electoral participation on institutional, historical and normative 
grounds. Strong party competition coupled, in tightly contested elections, with 
the prize that patronage provides make for large incentives for political parties to 
mobilize and for the bulk of the electorate to participate (Falcón 1983).
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THE POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 
AND ORIENTATION PROFILE OF 
PUERTO RICANS IN THE UNITED 
STATES CONTRASTS MARKEDLY 
WITH THAT OF THE UNITED 
STATES POPULATION AS A  
WHOLE AND NON-HISPANIC 
WHITES IN PARTICULAR.

Overall institutional similarities might lead an observer to expect the political 
engagement of Puerto Rican migrants in the United States, at least at the electoral level, 
to resemble that of other political actors in the United States, given the possibility of 
transferring previously learned knowledge and orientations toward the political world 
to a new polity not very distinct from that of the society of origin (Finifter and Finifter 
1989; Sigel and Hoskin 1977). However, this does not appear to be the case. The political 
participation and orientation profile of Puerto Ricans in the United States contrasts 
markedly with that of the United States population as a whole and non-Hispanic whites 
in particular. Moreover, their political profile does not differ much from the profile of 
other migrants from Latin America, whose own political systems in their countries of 
origin may differ from that of the United States to the extent that they may have only 
recently transitioned to democratic arrangements and may still be consolidating them  
(e.g., Mexicans, Dominicans) (DeSipio and Pantoja 2007); or it may be that such arrangements 
are substantially different from that of other Latin American migrants who may hail from 
clearly undemocratic regimes, even when their levels of political involvement are notably 
higher than that of Puerto Ricans (i.e., Cubans) (Garcia et al. 1996; De la Garza et al. 1992).

While institutional similarities may be relevant to the process of political 
incorporation of migrants and their resocialization in the new political environment, it 
is the reception on arrival in the receiving society that conditions the migrant’s political 
involvement and development in the new environment (Bueker 2005; Bloemraad 2006). 
The reception in the political system in which migrants arrive has a clear impact on 
overall migrant political incorporation and on their political participation specifically 
(Bueker 2005). For Puerto Ricans, their incorporation to the United States has 
traditionally been characterized by economic, social, cultural, and racial marginalization 
(Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños 1979). Puerto Ricans have for decades ranked 
among the social groups in American society with the lowest income levels, highest 
rates of poverty, lower educational attainment and lower labor force participation 
coupled with higher levels of unemployment and underemployment (Acosta-Belén and 
Santiago 2006). As a result of their lower socioeconomic status, Puerto Ricans’ political 
participation remains low in a system that predicates involvement on politically relevant 
resources such as education and income, even as Puerto Ricans enjoy the advantage of 
United States citizenship (Verba and Nie 1972; Verba et al. 1995; Vargas-Ramos 2003).
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THE LATINO NATIONAL POLITICAL 
SURVEY HAS SHOWN THAT 
LATINOS IN GENERAL AND 
PUERTO RICAN SPECIFICALLY 
ARE NOT MOSTLY ORIENTED 
TOWARDS THE POLITICS OF THEIR 
COUNTRY OF ORIGIN; RATHER, 
THE MAJORITY OF LATINOS, 
INCLUDING PUERTO RICANS, 
ARE MORE INTERESTED IN THE 
POLITICS OF THE UNITED STATES.

Puerto Rican political engagement in the United States has in fact been 
characterized by low levels of voter registration, low turnout rates and low  
levels of contacting elected officials (García 1997; Vargas-Ramos 2003; Falcón and 
Hansen 1995; Nelson 1984). The lower political involvement cannot be explained 
simply by the fact that Puerto Ricans are less likely to be mobilized because they 
exhibit a socioeconomic profile that may lead political institutions to allocate 
their resources among groups that may be more easily mobilized.  
One can also contrast the extant political institutions and structures in the 
United States with those structures that favor electoral politics and mobilization 
in Puerto Rico. Falcón has pointed to the general decline of party politics, which 
removes incentives for participation among poor citizens; the “impersonality” 
of the electoral process itself, highlighting how registering to vote is such an 
“individual act,” as well as the “anonymous character” of the voting process that 
results from “extremely large electoral districts and open polling stations”; and 
the “overload” stemming from a multitude of elections (1983: 42). These are all 
attitudinal and orientation factors that may disengage Puerto Ricans from the 
political process. In addition, partisan ideology in Puerto Rico does not conform 
to a liberal-conservative or right-center-left orientation; rather, political ideology 
in the political system, including the party system, revolves around the political 
relations between Puerto Rico and the United States.

Moreover, the United States has developed a political system with variegated 
forms of political practices at different political jurisdiction levels, whereby one 
may observe simultaneously a highly competitive two-party system, operating at 
the federal level and in many states throughout the country, that is made up of 
well-established and long-standing political organizations, along with a historically 
dominant party hegemony in some regions (e.g., the southern states), or an 
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embedded political machine system in its urban and suburban centers. Puerto Ricans 
have traditionally settled in states and lower jurisdictions that tend to be dominated 
by a single party, as in the case of New York City or Hartford, Connecticut, or urban 
centers throughout New Jersey. In jurisdictions where party competition is low, the 
incentive for political institutions to mobilize is correspondingly low. Traditionally, 
Puerto Ricans may not have been targeted for mobilization as a result of the ethnic 
character of the urban centers of the United States and the machine character of 
ethnic politics (Eire 1988; Krase and LaCerra 1991); influences would include the 
geographical dispersion and mobility of Puerto Ricans throughout the United 
States, the low socioeconomic standing of large segments of their population in the 
United States, and the racial range and mixture of the Puerto Rican community 
in the racialized environment in the United States. When political institutions do 
mobilize, they often do so selectively, and Puerto Ricans have seldom been the target 
of mobilization appeals at the national level or even at the state level in the United 
States. Thus, while the United States and Puerto Rico share some institutional 
similarities, the political environments in both polities are quite different insofar as 
the political incorporation and mobilization of Puerto Ricans is concerned.

Some scholars have pointed to the lower political engagement of Puerto 
Ricans in the United States given their sustained attention to the politics and 
public affairs in Puerto Rico even as they sojourned.1 For some, the lower 
political engagement of Puerto Rican migrants in the United States was a choice, 
insofar as they held to the myth of return to the island distracting them from 
becoming involved in the political process in the United States (Jennings 1984). 
Indeed, for these scholars, the proximity of the island to the United States as 
well as the strong cultural ties of the first generation of Puerto Rican migrants 
to Puerto Rico’s political system and processes explain why the politicization of 
the Puerto Rican community in the United States was delayed (Jennings 1981; 
cf. Michelson 2003). However, empirical data from independent survey samples 
show that, on the whole and in the aggregate, this is not the case.  
The Latino National Political Survey has shown that Latinos in general and 
Puerto Rican specifically are not mostly oriented towards the politics of their 
country of origin; rather, the majority of Latinos, including Puerto Ricans, are 
more interested in the politics of the United States. At best, just under a third 
were interested in the politics of both countries (De la Garza et al. 1992).  
Less that 15 percent of Puerto Ricans in the United States were focused 
exclusively on the politics of Puerto Rico. Moreover, additional research among 
Latinos in the United States has shown that previous political engagement in  
the country of origin or attachment to that country does not have an inhibiting 
effect on the political engagement of migrants in the United States political  
system (White et al. 2008; Hritzuk and Park 2000; Garcia et al. 1996).

Hypotheses and Measures

Based on existing theories and empirical evidence, one would expect possibilities for 
migrant political orientations to fluctuate between continuity and change. Change in 
orientations may take two directions: one occurs when the change is away from the 
sending society’s patterns of political orientations and in conformity to established 
patterns in the receiving society, while the other direction may be away from patterns 
in the sending society but not in conformity to established patterns in the receiving 
society. The former type of orientation change would indicate desocialization of 
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previous psychological makeup and resocialization to the new environment. 
The latter type of orientation change would also indicate desocialization from 
a previous psychological profile, but resistance to resocialization in the new 
environment. The extent of this desocialization and resocialization will depend on 
the length of exposure to and psychopolitical engagement with the new political 
environment. Continuity of orientations from the early socializing environment 
in the new environment of the receiving polity would not indicate desocialization 
and resocialization; rather, it would point to persistence of early socialization if the 
political environment of the sending and receiving societies is similar. Alternatively, 
if the political orientation of migrants in the receiving society exhibits continuity, 
but the political environments are different, then one would infer that transfer of 
previously learned behavior is at play.

On return to the polity of origin, if the migrant exhibits differences in political 
orientations from those members of the polity who have not migrated, one would 
conclude that political learning took place while the migrant was abroad. This conclusion 
would be reinforced if the change in orientations is associated with the length of 
exposure to and psychopolitical engagement with the receiving society’s political 
environment, in which case one would conclude that political resocialization has taken 
place. Such political socialization would be further reinforced if the political orientations 
of migrants would conform to the extant patterns in the polity of origin the longer the 
migrant has remained there since return. This second reinforcing indicator would also 
point to a re-resocialization of the migrant to the sending society. Both instances of 
resocialization (to the receiving society and to the sending society on return, according 
to migrant exposure to each, respectively) would indicate not just the simple learning of 
new orientations, but actually their internalization. If, on the contrary, migrants do not 
exhibit differences in orientations from that of non-migrants in the sending society, one 
would question whether migrant socialization has taken place. If no differences between 
migrants and non-migrants are evident, even when factoring in the length of time a 
migrant has spent abroad in the different political environment or in the length of time a 
migrant has been in the home country since return, then one will be able to infer that no 
socialization has taken place.

A competing hypothesis, which challenges the desocialization abroad of previously 
learned orientations, would pose that resistance to conforming to extant patterns 
of political orientations in the receiving society is actually evidence of strong early 
political socialization and exclusive interest in the home society, rather than of 
desocialization. The extent to which this focus toward the home society can be 
ascertained and contrasted with the desocialization hypothesis rests on the proportion 
of migrants who are indeed interested in politics in Puerto Rico rather than in the 
United States, as well as the effect that exposure to the receiving society would have on 
that political interest. The greater the proportion of migrants who are focused only on 
Puerto Rican politics while abroad, the greater the support for the resistance-without-
desocialization hypothesis. Moreover, lack or low impact of exposure to the receiving 
society on political orientations, would further confirm this hypothesis.

Tested as well is the extent to which living in different states or regions during 
the migrants’ sojourn in the United States will have an impact on their orientations, 
depending on where they reside and whether such differences in orientations while 
abroad will have a given impact on migrant orientations on their return to Puerto Rico.

The measures of political orientations used to infer whether political socialization 
has occurred are political interest, political knowledge, political discussion, 
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political efficacy and political trust. These variables are analyzed as single items 
as well as in scale form. The five political orientation scales are summation indices 
of the following variables measured on four-point Likert scales: Interest Scale 
(general interest in politics and interest in the 1996 political campaign)2; Discussion 
Scale (conversation about politics and conversation about the municipality’s 
problems)3; Information and Knowledge Scale (identification of: the governor of 
Puerto Rico, mayor of Aguadilla, resident commissioner in Washington, senators 
and representatives for Aguadilla in the Commonwealth legislature)4; Efficacy scale 
(perception of ability to influence the local government and perception of the 
political system’s responsiveness)5; Trust scale (trust in the municipality’s government 
to do what’s right and trust in the government of Puerto Rico to do what’s right)6. 
These political orientations are the dependent variables for the different analyses.

The independent variables of relevance are migrations status, a dichotomous 
variable that distinguishes whether a person had resided outside of Puerto Rico for 
more than six months or not (i.e., migrant=1; non-migrant=0); the total number of 
years a migrants resided abroad; and the total number of years a migrant has resided 
in Puerto Rico since returning to the island (for the last time, in case of circular 
migration). In addition, a number of interaction variables were created to establish 
the extent to which migrants may have become psychologically engaged with the 
political system of the United States. These interaction terms are the products of 
the length of time a migrant spent in the United States and the level of individual 
political orientation measures the migrants report having while living in the United 
States (e.g., Years in the US x Level of Interest in Political Campaigns in the United 
States).7 Two interaction variables were computed for each of the following political 
orientations: interest, discussion, knowledge, and efficacy.8 In addition, four 
interaction terms were computed for political trust/cynicism.9 These interaction 
terms would mediate the impact that years of residence in the United States would 
have on political orientations in Puerto Rico.

To establish the impact that settlement site in the United States may have on 
orientations, respondents who have migrated to the United States were divided into 
states of traditional Puerto Rican settlement (=0) and those in which the settlement 
of Puerto Ricans is a recent phenomenon (=1).10 Moreover, given the importance that 
New York has had on the migration, incorporation, and political history of Puerto 
Ricans in the United States, settlement sites are further dichotomized between New 
York (=1) and all other states of migrant settlement (=0). 

Other variables that the extant literature on political engagement has established 
as politically relevant are included in the regression analyses. Gender and age are 
demographic variables that impact participation (Conway 1991). Women (=1) generally 
have lower levels of participation than men, although they are becoming a growing 
segment of the electorate in an increasing number of jurisdictions, including Puerto 
Rico (Burns, Schlozman and Verba 2001; Vargas-Ramos 2005). Age behaves in a 
curvilinear manner, with the young and very old exhibiting lower levels of involvement 
than the middle-age cohorts. Given this curvilinear effect of age, the variable used  
in the models is the natural log of age, which would control for this curvilinear  
effect as well as life-cycle and experience effects (White et al. 2008). Education  
(i.e., years of schooling) and income (i.e., annual household income) are key predictors 
of engagement according to the standard socioeconomic status model, with those 
of higher status (e.g. education, income, occupational status) showing greater levels 
of political involvement. These predictors are conceptualized as being mediated by 
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political attitudes and orientations (e.g., interest, trust, efficacy, knowledge, etc.),  
and are therefore included in the regression models (Verba and Nie 1972).

Refinements to the standard socioeconomic status model have shown the 
importance of membership in voluntary associations in facilitating engagement by 
affording members the opportunity to develop communication and organizational 
skills that are fungible and applicable to political activity (Verba et al. 1995). Therefore, 
the more extensive the voluntary association involvement, the greater the levels of 
political activity of individuals are expected to be. So is their level of interest as greater 
resources buttress efficacy and voluntary associations as sites for recruitment and 
mobilization for political activity. Thus there is a corresponding increase in interest 
and information in the political process for members. The variable measures the total 
number of voluntary associations of which respondents are members. Finally, given 
that substantial proportions of the labor force are employed in the government sector, 
and the patronage that characterizes the political system in Puerto Rico (Anderson 
1983; Falcón 1983), a dichotomous measure of government employment (=1) is included 
in the models as it may increase knowledge, interest, and efficacy.

Methods and Data

The hypotheses will be tested with bivariate and multivariate analyses. The bivariate 
analyses include both a comparison of mean score of data on political orientations 
comparing migrants and non-migrants in Puerto Rico. In addition, correlation 
analyses will be conducted to establish the association of migrant political 
orientations and exposure to the political environment (in the United States and 
in Puerto Rico). Finally, the data will be subject to multivariate analysis by means 
of ordinary least square regression in order to isolate the effects of predictors of 
political orientations, including variables measuring migration.

Optimally, the data to test all of these hypotheses would come from a 
longitudinal or panel study undertaken at two different locations (the sending 
society and the receiving society) and in three distinct time periods (prior to the 
migration of respondents, while sojourning abroad, and on the migrant’s return to 
the society of origin). This wealth of data, however, is not available. Instead, I rely 
on data collected at one point in time in the society of origin of return migrants, 
collected in a sample that included also non-migrants in one of Puerto Rico’s 78 
municipalities. Consequently, only those hypotheses pertaining to the return of 
migrants to their society of origin will be subject to multivariate analyses. Data on 
the migrant experience while sojourning in the United States will only be subject to 
bivariate analyses.

The municipality selected as study site was Aguadilla, the largest municipality 
and the administrative center of Puerto Rico’s northwest region. Later studies 
have found that Puerto Rico’s northwest region exhibits an overrepresentation 
of return migrants to the island (Vargas-Ramos 2008). The final sample yielded 
322 respondents, of which 40 percent (n=131) were migrants who had lived 
abroad for six months or more and then returned to Puerto Rico.11 Data were 
collected during the summer months of 1997, and included indicators of political 
orientations, political attitudes, political behavior and political issues, as well 
as standard sociodemographic information of all respondents at that point in 
time. The survey also requested from migrants information on their migration 
experience. Migrants in the sample were also asked retrospectively about their 
political experience (i.e., political orientations, attitudes and behavior) while 
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abroad, as well as their political behavior prior to migration. The present analysis 
compares the political orientations of Puerto Rican migrants in Puerto Rico 
with those of Puerto Ricans who have never migrated. Furthermore, the analysis 
compares the political orientations of migrants in Puerto Rico on their return with 
the orientation these very migrants held while sojourning in the United States.

Because data on the political experience of migrants while sojourning were 
collected retrospectively, these particular data may be subject to error as a result 
of recall bias. Migrants may not recall accurately how they felt in a previous time 
period. They may resort to reconstructing emotions based on circumstances that 
elicit memories of those past emotions, often in conformity with current experiences 
(Levine 1997). Moreover, these recalled emotions may be subject to error if they 
exhibited mixed affect (Aaker et al. 2008). Given that data on return migrant political 
experience in the United States are not available at the time they were abroad, 
data collected retrospectively are the most proximate data alternative available for 
analysis. In order to mitigate for the possibility of recall error, migrants were asked 
questions about their experience in the United States in batteries that framed the 
subject specifically on the United States separate and apart form their experiences in 
Puerto Rico. Moreover, data on political orientations of Puerto Ricans in the United 
State show a profile pattern similar to what the findings of this study show for return 
migrants: lower levels of political orientations of Puerto Rican in the United States 
(De la Garza et al 1992; cf. Michelson 2003).

A plurality of migrants (28 percent) departed for the United States during the 
1950s, 23 percent during the 1960s; 15 percent during the 1970s; 16 percent during 
the 1980s; and 9 percent during the first half of the 1990s. They settled in New York 
(65 percent), New Jersey (9 percent), Connecticut (5 percent) and Massachusetts 
(5 percent). A third returned to Puerto Rico during the 1970s, 25 percent returned 
during the 1980s, and 21 percent during the first half of the 1990s. The average 
length of stay in the United States was 13 years (median, 9.5 years). The average 
length of residence in Puerto Rico since return was 14 years (median, 11 years). 
Most migrants—63 percent—reported one cycle of migration and return; another 
21 percent were circular migrants (i.e., migrated and returned twice); and 16 percent 
circulated three or more times. Two-thirds of returnees indicated further that they 
would not migrate again; a fifth said they would migrate again; while 10 percent 
asserted they might migrate again. There was no statistically significant difference 
in income between migrants and non-migrants (mean annual household income, 
$7,000–$7,999; median annual household income, $8,000–$8,999); nor was there 
a difference on the levels of educational attainment (mean,10.4 years of schooling). 
Migrants tended to be older (49 years of age) than non-migrants (41 years)  
(mean, 44.2 years). The gender breakdown was equal among migrants; for non-
migrant respondents, 55 percent were females.

Findings

Bivariate analysis

A bivariate analysis follows in three parts: a comparison of migrant political 
orientations in Puerto Rico with that of non-migrants; a comparison of the political 
orientations of migrants in Puerto Rico and in the United States; finally, a correlation 
analysis to ascertain the association of exposure to the political environment in the 
United States and exposure to the political environment in Puerto Rico since return 
on political orientations. 
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MIGRANTS CANNOT BE 
DISTINGUISHED FROM NON-
MIGRANTS IN TERMS OF THE 
INDIVIDUAL ORIENTATIONS  
THEY HOLD.

Table 1 reports the mean scores on single measures of political orientations in 
Puerto Rico. Column 1 reports the mean scores for all respondents (both migrants 
and non-migrants), while column 2 does so only for migrants. The data on mean 
scores show no difference whatsoever on political orientation measures between 
migrants and the larger sample of respondents to the survey, a difference that may 
be attributed to anything other than chance. Migrants cannot be distinguished from 
non-migrants in terms of the individual orientations they hold. However, these 
migrants report significantly different scores in political orientations in the Puerto 
Rico from those they report holding while in the United States. Column 3 reports 
much lower mean scores in political discussion or political interest or efficacy among 
the same group of migrants while they resided in the United States. When compared 
to the scores for the same variables in Puerto Rico, the differences appear stark and 
statistically significant. Thus, while migrants seem to be indistinguishable from non-
migrants in regard to their political orientations profile, migrants report to be much 
more disengaged from the political process in the United States relative to their 
involvement in Puerto Rico.

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  

All 
Respondents 

in PR

Migrants  
in PR

Migrants  
in US t-statistic

Engaged in Political Discussion 2 2.1 0.7 15.21***

Discussed Local Community Problems 2.6 2.6 1 14.14***

Interest in Politics 2.5 2.5 1.1 13.91***

Interest in Political Campaigns 2.7 2.7 1.1 14.86***

Internal Efficacy 2.3 2.2 1.2 9.3***

External Efficacy 2.8 2.7 1.7 7.5***

Trust in Local Gov't 3.4 3.4 – –

Trust in PR Gov't 3.8 3.7 – –

Trust in US State Gov't – – 2.2 –

Trust in US Federal Gov't – – 2.3 –

table 1. Mean Score on Political Orientations in Puerto Rico and in the United States  
  

The results in Table 2 corroborate these findings. It reports the Pearson’s 
correlation coefficients between measures of political orientations and migration 
variables. Column 1 shows that the dichotomous migrations variable (migrant vs. 
non-migrant) has no statistically significant association with any of the measures of 
political orientations (in scale form). Similar results hold when migration is measured 
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by the length of time the migrant has lived in the United States. Of five orientation 
scales, the longer a migrant has resided abroad only seems to have a statistically 
significant association with one measure: political knowledge. Column 2 indicates 
that the longer a migrant has resided in the United States, the less informed she is 
about who her political representatives in Puerto Rico are. The coefficient, however, 
is rather small, indicating a weak association. It is not surprising that of all the 
political orientations that may be affected by absence from the island, it is political 
knowledge or information that experiences variability. Information, particularly 
about incumbents in political office, is time bound and may change in four-year 
intervals as elections replace officeholders. Thus, migration is likely to interrupt this 
particular orientation in a very precise manner. However, the findings, reported in 
Column 3, that the longer a migrant has resided in Puerto Rico since returning to the 
island, the more knowledgeable she may be about her political leaders indicates that 
migrants readjust. Moreover, results for the dichotomous migration variable suggest 
that on balance migrants have caught up to this aspect of the political culture of the 
island, to the point where they are indistinguishable from other Puerto Ricans.

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level 

Political Orientations in P.R. Migrant
Status

Years in
U.S.

Years in  
P.R.

Since  
Return

Political Orientations in U.S. Years in
U.S.

Political Discussion (scale) .065 -.048 -.072 Engaged in Political Discussion .228***

Discussed Local Community Problems .384***

Political Interest (scale) .054 .077 .079 Interest in Politics .341***

Interest in Political Campaigns .448***

Political Efficacy (scale) -.096 -.073 .003 Internal Efficacy in US .122

External Efficacy in US .101

Political Knowledge (scale) -.037 -.11* .18* Identifies Mayor in US .438***

Identifies President in US .061

Political Trust (scale) -.021 -.006 -.073 Trust in US State Gov't -.072

Trust in US Federal Gov't -.041

Cynicism towards US State Gov't -.051

Cynicism towards US Federal Gov't .073

table 2. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients  for Political Orientations and Migration Variables 
in Puerto Rico and in the United States       
 

Column 4 reports the strength of association of singular political orientations migrants 
reported as having while living in the United States and the length of time they may 
have resided there. These data show that, for two sets of orientations (i.e., interest 
and discussion), the longer a migrant lived in the United States, the greater the 
attention they paid to politics in general (r=.341; p ≤ .01) or to political campaigns 
(r=.448; p ≤ .01), and the more they engaged in discussions and conversations about 
politics (r=.228; p ≤ .01) or about problems in the local community they resided in (r=.384; 
p ≤ .01). While not consistent, the longer a migrant lived in the United States the 
more knowledge and information about the political system they seemed to acquire. 
Migrants with long-term sojourns in the United States were increasingly able to identify 
the incumbent mayor(s) (r=.438; p ≤ .01), but not who the President of the United States 
was during the same period. The years of sojourn, however, are not associated in any way 
with political efficacy or trust or cynicism toward the state or federal government.
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Table 3 reports the findings on interest in politics migrants had while residing in 
the United States, as well as in Puerto Rico on their return (and in relation to other 
Puerto Ricans who have not migrated) to ascertain the extent to which Puerto Rican 
migrants were focused on Puerto Rico exclusively, the United States exclusively, both 
places, or simply uninterested in politics, Column 1 shows that the majority of return 
migrants (64 percent) were uninterested or not very interested in politics while they 
resided in the United States. More than one-third were completely uninterested in 
politics while abroad. This contrasts with their level of interest once they returned to 
the island, where a majority of return migrants (54 percent) were very interested or 
somewhat interested in politics (see bottom of column 1). Moreover, the interest in 
politics these return migrants showed does not differ in any statistically significant 
way from the interest in politics of Puerto Ricans who had not migrated.

Chi-Square = 2.725   

Percent 
Migrant N Percent 

NonMigrant N

Migrant Interest in Politics in the US  129

Not at All 38 49

Not Very 26.4 34

Somewhat 24.8 32

Very 10.9 14

(For those migrants interested in politics), 
were you interested in... 81

PR politics only? 18.5 15

Both PR and US politics? 71.6 58

US politics only? 9.9 8

(If you were not interested in politics while 
in the US), were you interested in PR politics 
while in the US?

54

No 61.1 33

Yes 38.9 21

Interest in... while in US (recalculated) 102

PR politics only? 35.3 36

Both PR and US politics? 56.9 58

US politics only? 7.8 8

Interest in Politics in PR while in PR 127 182

Not at All 12.6 16 15.9 29

Not Very 33.9 43 36.8 67

Somewhat 37.8 48 29.1 53

Very 15.7 20 18.1 33

table 3. Migrant Interest in Politics while in the United States and Migrants and  
Non-Migrants in Puerto Rico 

The level of interest in politics migrants held while sojourning may have been in 
politics in Puerto Rico only, the United States only, or both. Table 3 shows how those 
migrants who had any level of interest in politics focused their attention. The vast 
majority of these migrants (72 percent) were interested in the politics of both Puerto 
Rico and the United States. An additional 10 percent was interested only in the 
politics of the United States. Less than one-fifth were interested only in the politics 
of Puerto Rico. However, those migrants who responded they were uninterested in 
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politics while in the United States may have responded as such because they were 
uninterested in politics in the United States. Yet the majority of migrants who were 
not at all interested in politics while in the United States were not interested in the 
politics of Puerto Rico either. Only 39 percent of those uninterested migrants were 
interested in the politics of Puerto Rico.

In all, the vast majority of Puerto Rican migrants were interested in the politics 
of Puerto Rico and the United States (57 percent) or exclusively on the politics of the 
United States (8 percent) while they resided in that country. Just over one-third were 
only interested in the politics of Puerto Rico while abroad. Yet more than one in five 
migrants were not at all interested in politics, whether in Puerto Rico or in the United 
States. This figure compares favorable with the one in eight migrants uninterested in 
politics once they returned to Puerto Rico. At best, 15 percent of all Puerto Ricans who 
left the island for the United States and later returned, and who would have otherwise 
been uninterested in politics while residing in the United States, were interested in 
the politics of Puerto Rico exclusively. Moreover, the longer migrants sojourned in the 
United States, the greater the likelihood that they would be interested in the politics of 
Puerto Rico and the United States or the politics of the United States only rather than 
the politics of Puerto Rico, as shown in Table 4. The length of time they resided in the 
United States, on the other hand, did not increase or decrease the likelihood of being 
interested in the politics of Puerto Rico or not being interested in politics at all.

By and large, the location migrants settled in the United States had little impact 
on the political orientations of those migrants on their return to Puerto Rico  
(See Table 5). Whether those migrants had resided in states of traditional settlement  
or new settlement or whether they had lived in New York or elsewhere had no 
impact on the level of political interest, efficacy, and knowledge, or trust those 
migrants manifested on their return to the island. Only political discussion is 
associated with this settlement variable so that increases in political discussion 
increases with residence in states of new settlement.

Settlement had a variable impact on some political orientations for migrants when 
residing in the United States. Those migrants that settled in New York rather than 
in some other state showed increased levels of engaging in conversation about local 
community problems, greater interest in politics while in the United States, greater 
interest in the politics of Puerto Rico while residing abroad and a greater likelihood of 
identifying the mayor of the city they resided in. In contrast, whether a migrant resided 
in a state of new settlement or traditional settlement has no statistically significant 
association with migrant political orientation variables in the United States, save one 
orientation: the extent to which migrants believe the federal government works for the 
benefit of all as opposed to just the interest of a few. Migrants who settled in states that 
have not been traditional settlement sites for Puerto Ricans show an increase level of 
cynicism towards the United States federal government.

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level 

Years in U.S.

(For those migrants interested in politics), were you interested in… 
[PR politics only? (=1), 
Both PR and US politics, or only US politics? (=0)] 

-0.334***
(n=80)

(If you were not interested in politics while in the US), were you interested in PR politics 
while in the US? [No=0, Yes=1] 

-.116
(n=50)

table 4. Interest in Politics while in the United States     
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Multivariate analysis

In order to account for underlying or mediating effects present relative to migration 
and political orientation variables, and not discernible in the bivariate analyses,  
I regressed individual indices of political orientations in Puerto Rico on the 
migration variables while holding constant sociodemographic and other relevant 
variables. Table 6 reports the unstandardized ordinary-least-square regression 
coefficients of fifteen separate models, three for each political orientations measure: 
political interest, political discussion, political knowledge, political efficacy, and 
political trust. For these orientation variables, the first model tests the impact of 
migration on the orientation with a dichotomous variable (migrants relative to non-
migrants). Model 2 tests the effect on orientations of the numbers of years lived in 
the United States and the interaction between length of residence in the United 
States and respective individual orientation measures. Model 3 does the same thing, 
measuring the effect of the number of years a migrant has resided in Puerto Rico 
since return and the interaction between length of residence in the United States 
and respective individual orientation measures.

Findings from the regression analyses show that, all else equal, migration does have 
a statistically significant impact on political orientation measures among these Puerto 
Ricans upon their return to the island. By and large, these migrants do not seem to 
hold a political orientation profile that differs from that of townfolks who have never 
migrated. Migrants who have returned to Puerto Rico do not differ from residents of 

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level    

Political Orientations in P.R. New Settlement New York 
Settlement

Political Discussion (scale)  .142* -.106

Political Interest (scale) .024 .117

Political Efficacy (scale) -.063 .022

Political Knowledge (scale) .098 -.028

Political Trust (scale) .038 -.064

Political Orientations in US New Settlement New York 
Settlement

Engaged in Political Discussion .105 .121

Discussed Local Community Problems -.029 .214**

Interest in Politics .022 .158*

Interest in Politics of PR while in US .081 .255*

Interest in Political Campaigns -.028 .139

Internal Efficacy in US .037 -.021

External Efficacy in US .016 -.066

Identifies Mayor in US -.083 .153*

Identifies President in US .028 -.006

Trust in US State Gov't .096 0

Trust in US Federal Gov't .002 -.03

Cynicism towards US State Gov't .031 -.073

Cynicism towards US Federal Gov’t -.229** .102

table 5. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients for Settlement within the United States and 
Political Orientations in Puerto Rico and the United States
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Political Interest

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Constant 4.224*** 7.668*** 11.689***

(1.194) (2.403) (2.485)
Gender (female) -.169 .071 .421

(.2) (.312) (.308)
Age (natural log) .045 -.386 -2.242***
 (.285) (.596) (.652)
Education .056* -.026 -.032
 (.032) (.05) (.048)
Income .008 -.023 -.014
 (.025) (.038) (.036)
Government Employment .233 -.609 -.831
 (.308) (.516) (.513)
Voluntary Association .453*** .804*** .738***

(.169) (.259) (.26)
Migrant .146 N.A. N.A.

(.21)
YrsUS x Interest in Politics in US N.A. .018* .012

(.009) (.009)
YrsUS x Interest in Pol Campaign US N.A. .089** .023***

(.009) (.009)
Years in the US (natural log) N.A. -.661*** N.A.

(.245)
Years in PR since Return (natural log) N.A. N.A. .627***

(.169)
R-Square 0.078 0.218 0.26
Adj. R-Square 0.054 0.15 0.195
F ratio 3.728*** 3.215*** 4.015***
Degrees of Freedom 279 113 112

table 6. OLS Regressions of Migration Variables on Political Orientations in Puerto Rico 
(Unstandardized regression coefficients; standard error in parenthesis)

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  

Political Discussion

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Constant 6.448** 11.692*** 13.524***

(1.117) (2.031) (2.231)
Gender (female) -.501*** -.407 -.363

(.184) (.284) (.281)
Age (natural log) -.725*** -1.55*** -.2.418***
 (.266) (.511) (.597)
Education .043 -.071 -.057
 (.03) (.045) (.044)
Income .03 .013 .014
 (.023) (.034) (.034)
Government Employment .354 .007 -.116
 (.284) (.468) (.482)
Voluntary Association .398** .487** .48*

(.155) (.238) (.249)
Migrant .35* N.A. N.A.

(.191)
YrsUS x Discusses Politics in US N.A. .024*** .027***

(.009) (.009)
YrsUS x Discusses Local Problems US N.A. -.005 -.003

(.007) (.007)
Years in the US (natural log) N.A. -.25 N.A.

(.205)
Years in PR since Return (natural log) N.A. N.A. .3*

(.164)
R-Square 0.17 0.196 0.216
Adj. R-Square 0.148 0.124 0.146
F ratio 7.559*** 2.735*** 3.091***
Degrees of Freedom 265 110 110

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  
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* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  

Political Knowledge

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Constant 6.325*** 6.737*** 9.609***

(.781) (1.686) (1.731)
Gender (female) -.582*** -.722*** -.65***

(.135) (.246) (.236)
Age (natural log) .309* .442 -.688
 (.186) (.425) (.452)
Education .114*** .08** .065*
 (.022) (.04) (.038)
Income -.026 -.04 -.039
 (.017) (.03) (.029)
Government Employment .822*** 1.208*** 1.046**
 (.211) (.42) (.411)
Voluntary Association -.009 -.025 -.074

(.115) (.203) (.202)
Migrant -.099 N.A. N.A.

(.14)
YrsUS x Identifies US President N.A. .015 .021

(.014) (.013)
YrsUS x Identifies US Mayor N.A. -.006 -.008

(.013) (.013)
Years in the US (natural log) N.A. -.294* N.A.

(.176)
Years in PR since Return (natural log) N.A. N.A. .404***

(.128)
R-Square 0.207 0.202 0.27
Adj. R-Square 0.187 0.129 0.202
F ratio 10.273*** 2.777*** 3.98***
Degrees of Freedom 282 108 106

table 6 (cont.). OLS Regressions of Migration Variables on Political Orientations in Puerto Rico 
(Unstandardized regression coefficients; standard error in parenthesis)

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  

Political Efficacy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Constant 6.905*** 8.125*** 11.343***

(1.318) (2.897) (3.133)
Gender (female) .018 -.054 .022

(.23) (.4) (.404)
Age (natural log) -.586* -.635 -2.042***
 (.316) (.714) (.832)
Education .043 -.006 -.006
 (.04) (.068) (.068)
Income -.009 -.027 -.024
 (.028) (.047) (.046)
Government Employment -.26 -1.298 -1.133*
 (.349) (.701) (.716)
Voluntary Association .208 .561 .387

(.194) (.343) (.361)
Migrant -.238 N.A. N.A.

(.238)
YrsUS x Internal Efficacy US N.A. .003 .009

(.011) (.012)
YrsUS x External Efficacy US N.A. .02** .017*

(.011) (.01)
Years in the US (natural log) N.A. -.496* N.A.

(.248)
Years in PR since Return (natural log) N.A. N.A. .444**

(.222)
R-Square .047 .132 .138
Adj. R-Square .019 .026 .029
F ratio 1.66 1.25 1.266
Degrees of Freedom 243 83 80
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Aguadilla who have never migrated in terms of their interest in politics or public affairs 
in Puerto Rico; additionally, the level of knowledge they may have about their local and 
Commonwealth-wide political leaders and their level of political efficacy and political 
trust show no difference when compared with the same among residents of Aguadilla. 
Migrants nevertheless are more likely to engage in political discussion more than non-
migrants, while holding constant gender, age, income, level of education, and the level 
of membership in voluntary associations as evident in Model 1.

The impact of the migration experience is seen more clearly and consistently 
when introducing variables into the model that measure the level of exposure and 
engagement with the political system in the United States. Thus, Model 2 for political 
interest shows that the longer a migrant has lived in the United States, the lower 
the level of interest he will exhibit on his return. This negative effect is moderated 
somewhat by an increased length of residence in the United States in tandem with an 
increased interest in the political system of the United States.  
The overall negative impact that residence in the United States may have had on 
the migrant’s level of interest on return to Puerto Rico is countered by an increased 
level of interest in politics in Puerto Rico the longer he has resided there since his 
return, as shown in Model 3. This positive impact is further reinforced as his level of 
interest in the political campaigns in the United States increased the longer he lived 

Political Trust

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Constant 8.081*** 13.072*** 12.402***

(1.457) (3.47) (4.138)
Gender (female) -.361 -.701 -.485

(.268) (.513) (.529)
Age (natural log) -.164 -1.12 -1.608
 (.351) (.879) (1.147)
Education .01 .024 .032
 (.045) (.077) (.08)
Income -.026 -.036 -.014
 (.033) (.063) (.065)
Government Employment .114 -1.347 -1.136
 (.419) (1.099) (1.155)
Voluntary Association -.2 -.14 -.159

(.226) (.493) (.53)
Migrant -.02 N.A. N.A.

(.275)
YrsUS x Trust US State Gov’t N.A. .015 .008

(.02) (.02)
YrsUS x Trust US Fed Gov’t N.A. .041* .029

(.024) (.025)
YrsUS x Cynical State Gov’t N.A. .001 .002

(.057) (.059)
YrsUS x Cynical Fed  Gov’t N.A. -.054 -.047

(.066) (.069)
Years in the US (natural log) N.A. -1.058** N.A.

(.419)
Years in PR since Return (natural log) N.A. N.A. .051

(.261)
R-Square .018 .231 .138
Adj. R-Square -.015 .071 -.04
F ratio .546 1.445 .775
Degrees of Freedom 219 64 64

table 6 (cont.). OLS Regressions of Migration Variables on Political Orientations in Puerto 
Rico (Unstandardized regression coefficients; standard error in parenthesis)

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level  
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there. As a result of the neutralizing effect that living in Puerto Rico since return has 
had on migrants’ interest in public affairs in Puerto Rico, being a migrant does not 
differentiate these respondents from those who never migrated.

Similarly, the longer a migrant resided in the United States, the lower her level of 
knowledge of who her political leaders were in Puerto Rico, as evident in Model 2. 
This negative impact on political knowledge is also countered the longer a migrant 
has been in Puerto Rico since her return (See Model 3). Again, this countering effect 
of residence in Puerto Rico reached the point where migrants are indistinguishable 
from nonmigrants insofar as this measure of political knowledge is concerned.

The same pattern holds for political efficacy: the longer a migrant resided in the 
United States, the lower his level of political efficacy on his return to the island.  
But the longer he has resided in Puerto Rico since return the more likely it is that 
migrant will feel more efficacious, to the point where the migrant will not be different 
form the non-migrant. The greater the level of external efficacy a migrant felt in the 
United States also contributes to lessen the negative impact of residing abroad. However, 
the negative impact that residing in the United States has on a migrant’s level of political 
trust is not moderated by the length of time a migrant has resided in Puerto Rico since 
returning. Yet migrants do not seem to differ from nonmigrants on this orientation.

BY AND LARGE, RESIDENCE 
IN THE UNITED STATES HAS 
HAD A DEPRESSING EFFECT 
ON MIGRANTS’ POLITICAL 
ORIENTATION ON THEIR RETURN 
TO PUERTO RICO.

As mentioned above, migrants do differ from nonmigrants in the extent to which 
they talk about politics and local affairs in Puerto Rico, while holding constant other 
factors. In this instance, the length of stay in the United States does not appear to 
have a negative impact on political orientation. What appears to operate is that the 
more a migrant engaged in political discussion while in the United States, the longer 
he resided there. As a result, it is the more likely it was that the migrant who would 
be distinguished from respondents who have never migrated. Moreover, the longer 
the length of time the returnee has resided in Puerto Rico, the more he will engage  
in political discussion.

Thus, the multivariate regression analyses allow us to uncover two aspects of 
the migration experience that was not apparent based solely on a simple bivariate 
analysis: the impact that residing in the United States for a period of time and the 
extent to which the migrant became psychologically engaged with its political system 
for the length of time she or he resided there, and the effect that residing in Puerto 
Rico would have had on the political orientations of migrants who have returned to 
Puerto Rico. By and large, residence in the United States has had a depressing effect on 
migrants’ political orientation on their return to Puerto Rico. These depressing effects 
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of sojourning in the United States have been mediated and moderated by the positive 
impact that engagement in some areas of the political system of the United States is 
increased the longer the migrant has resided; moreover, political orientations in Puerto 
Rico have been positively effected. Also, residing in Puerto Rico for a longer period of 
time results in increases in the levels of psychopolitical engagement with the political 
system in Puerto Rico to the point where it largely neutralizes the diminishing effect 
that the length of residence in the United States may have had on those orientations 
while sojourning. This neutralizing effect largely makes the political orientations of 
return migrants indistinguishable from those of people who have not migrated.

A final analysis to determine what effect another aspect of the migration 
experience may have had on orientations in Puerto Rico involves examining whether 
location of settlement in the United States or return to the island affects these 
orientations. To establish the extent to which a migrant’s residence in different 
states of the United States may have on political orientations in Puerto Rico, I ran 
eight additional models of the effect of migration on political orientations, holding 
constant the same sociodemographic, government employment, and associational 
variables as in the models specified in Table 6; and substituting the migration 
variables alternatively for whether migrants had resided in New York or elsewhere or 
whether they resided in states of traditional settlement or states of new settlement. 
The results of these additional regression models (not shown) were consistent 
for all variables insofar as finding no statistically significant impact of differential 
settlement in the United States on any political orientation measure in Puerto Rico.

The Status Question

A perennial issue in Puerto Rican politics revolves around the political relation 
between Puerto Rico and the United States: the so-called status question. While the 
orientations analyzed in this work are largely the most abstract forms of individual-
based psychological motivators for political involvement, the overriding nature of the 
political status question in Puerto Rico makes it an unavoidable subject. In the space that 
follows I engage the subject to explore how the migration experience may have affected 
individual’s opinion about their status preference. The analyses proceed in bivariate and 
multivariate form as well. These analyses are conducted at two levels: one is to establish 
the extent of status preference among political actors; the second entails which specific 
status form these actors prefer and what factors that determine such preference.

Most survey respondents to the survey (78.5 percent) expressed a preference for 
a political status for Puerto Rico. Ten percent chose not to reveal their preference, 
even if they had one. As Table 7 shows, of those expressing an opinion, 54 percent 
favored Commonwealth; 39 percent preferred for Puerto Rico to become a state of the 
American Union; 4 percent favored independence; and 3 percent favored some other 
status. Results show that there was no statistically significant difference between the 
preferences of migrants and those of Puerto Ricans who had never migrated.

This finding is corroborated in the correlation analysis results reported in Table 
8. Migration status (Column 1) is not associated with holding a status preference as 
neither does the length of time a migrant spent in the United States (Column 2) or 
the length of time a migrant has resided in Puerto Rico since her return (Column 3). 
Furthermore, the results for the categorical variable “migrant” replicate the findings 
of the 2x2 bivariate matrix, insofar as being a migrant is not associated with favoring 
Commonwealth status, Independence, or Statehood. The same results hold for 
the temporal variable “years in Puerto Rico since return.” Status preference is not 



[ 152 ]

associated with the number of years a migrant has lived in Puerto Rico since returning 
from the United States. Neither does the number of years a migrant resided in the 
United States, with one exception: the longer a migrant sojourned abroad, the greater 
the preference for Puerto Rico becoming a state of the United States.

In order to account for this different result, I specify logistic regression models 
of preference for statehood in order to determine whether the finding for years in the 
United States holds after controlling for sociodemographic variables (i.e., gender, age, 
education and income: model 7), as well as other variables associated with statehood 
preference in the correlation analysis (i.e., membership in voluntary associations 
and identification with a political party in Puerto Rico: model 8). Table 9 shows the 
regression coefficients for the different variables for the models. Model 7 shows that, 
even while holding sociodemographic variables constant, there is a positive effect 
of residing longer in the United States and preferring that Puerto Rico become a 
state. This effect persists even while further controlling for party identification and 
membership in voluntary associations (see model 8). While identifying with a political 
party also results in a stronger preference for statehood, the length of residence in the 
United States a migrant reports also increases that preference for statehood.

This increased preference for statehood the longer a migrant has resided in the 
United States remains unique as none of the migration variables appears to have 
any statistically significant impact on having a status preference generally while 
holding other predictors of status preference constant (model 1 through model 6). 

NonMigrant Migrant Total

Statehood 39 39.3 39.1

Commonwealth 55.3 51.8 53.8

Independence 3.5 4.5 4

Other Status 2.1 4.5 3.2

Chi-Square = 1.375

Statehood 39 39.3 39.1

Not Statehood 61 60.7 60.9

Chi-Square = .002

table 7. Status Preference by Migration Status in Puerto Rico     
 

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level   

Migrant Status Years in U.S. Years in P.R. 
Since Return

Identifies with 
Political Party

Voluntary 
Association

Has Status Preference 0.083 0.099 -0.083 .21*** .155***

Pro Commonwealth -0.003 -0.067 -0.041 -0.054 0.004

Pro Statehood .024 .128** .048 .219*** -.061

Pro Independence 0.068 0.04 -0.113 -0.034 .167***

table 8. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficients  for Status Preference and Migration Variables 
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The only predictors of status preference are membership in voluntary associations 
and identification with a political party. None of the indicators of migration has any 
statistically significant association with or impact on preference for Commonwealth 
or independence, whether in the correlation analysis or the regression analyses (not 
shown). Therefore, the impact of migration on other status preferences mediated 
through its effect on other intervening variables is not established.

Discussion and Conclusion

Determining the impact that the migration experience may have on status 
preferences and whether changes in the political attitude through a desocialization 
and resocialization process are affected by the migration process cannot be 

* p<_ 0.1 level; ** p<_ .05 level; *** p<_ .01 level        
 

Holds a Status Preference Statehood

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Constant 2.904 3.396 4.01 4.837 5.065* 8.274 .521 -.16

(2.194) (2.218) (5.747) (2.66) (2.695) (6.433) (1.525) (1.625)

Gender 
(female) -.413 -.347 .15 .063 -.018 .579 -.272 -.403

 (.396) (.398) (.715) (.44) (.443) (.793) (.262) (.276)

Age  
(natural log) -.209 -.359 -.405 -.681 -.745 -1.315 -.348 -.331

(.515) (.525) (1.394) (.63) (.645) (1.556) (.369) (.394)

Education -.01 -.011 .029 -.118 -.115 -.133 -.018 .000

 (.062) (.061) (.11) (.077) (.076) (.13) (.042) (.045)

Income .008 .013 -.001 -.019 -.018 -.06 .032 .031

(.048) (.048) (.087) (.054) (.053) (.097) (.032) (.034)

Voluntary 
Association N.A. N.A. N.A. 1.678*** 1.64*** 1.726 N.A. -.357

(.632) (.631) (1.066)  (.236)

Party 
Identifier N.A. N.A. N.A. 1.665*** 1.648*** 1.414* N.A. 1.034***

(.474) (.474) (.84) (.289)

Migrant .548 N.A. N.A. .461 N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A.

 (.418)   (.473)

Years in the 
US N.A. .046 N.A. N.A. .028 N.A. .027** .028**

(.028)  (.03)   (.014) (.014)

Years in 
PR since 
Return

N.A. N.A. -.02 N.A. N.A. -.012  N.A. N.A.

(.034)  (.039)  

Nagelkerke 
R-Square .022 .033 .028 .204 .204 .169 .035 .109

Chi-Square 3.116 4.627 1.344 27.535*** 27.579*** 7.922 7.085 22.028***

DF 5 5 5 7 7 7 5 7

N 276 276 114 267 267 113 276 267

table 9. Logistic Regression of Migration Variables on Status Preference
(Unstandardized regression coefficients; standard error in parenthesis)
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conducted in the same fashion as has been done for political orientations. Migrants 
were not asked what status preference they held while living abroad. While this is 
an aspect of inordinate concern in the political system in Puerto Rico, it is not one 
that resonates in the political system of the United States. Status preference may 
nevertheless have been a salient attitude for Puerto Rican migrants in the United 
States, as it has been at times, for instance, during the nationalist resistance to the 
change in status in Puerto Rico during the 1950s, the advocacy for independence by a 
generation of Puerto Ricans raised in the United States (e.g., Young Lords, El Comité, 
etc.) during the 1960s and 1970s, or more recently, during the campaign to stop the 
bombing exercises by the United States Navy in Vieques.

Because migrants were not asked about their status preference when living in 
the United States, it cannot be determined how it may have changed. It can be 
established, however, that by and large status preference did not change as a result 
of the migration. Migrants do not differ from non-migrants in holding a status 
preference or the type of preference they have. It can also be established that 
holding a specific status preference did not change the longer a migrant resided in 
Puerto Rico since their return.

However, the longer a migrant lived in the United States does have a positive 
impact on preferring statehood for the island. But it is not clear how this change 
takes place. Were migrants to be different from non-migrants in preferring 
statehood at a greater rate, then the finding that living longer in the US results in 
greater support for statehood would obtain. But this is not the case. Moreover, if 
migrants were not different from non-migrants on this status preference, and if 
living in Puerto Rico for a longer period of time were to have a depressing effect on 
preferring statehood, then it might be argued that migrants may have undergone 
a resocialization while migrating. Yet this is not the case either. An alternative 
explanation may be that both migrants and non-migrants independently increased 
their support for statehood in the intervening years of the migration, which might 
explain why migrants and non-migrants do not differ in the preference for statehood 
(or any other status option) and why living in Puerto Rico longer does not diminish 
migrants’ preference for statehood. However, the data from the survey do not 
lend themselves to test this hypothesis as the data on nonmigrants did not provide 
information on their preference in past times. This remains a question for further 
research. The impact of one aspect of the migration experience (i.e., length of 
residence in the United States) on one status preference (i.e., statehood) remains  
a unique finding of these analyses.

Apart from the status question, how does migration affect the political 
orientations of migrants and what are the implications of this effect for political 
socialization and political participation? Change in political environments given by 
migration resulted in marked changes in the political orientations of this group of 
Puerto Rican migrants. Puerto Ricans who migrated to the United States exhibited a 
political orientation profile characterized by low levels of psychopolitical engagement 
abroad. This low level of political engagement is evident when comparing the 
political orientations of return migrants in Puerto Rico and in the United States. 
These migrants were interested in or exhibited efficacy or trust at rates that were 
much lower in the United States than they were when those same migrants were in 
Aguadilla. These findings would suggest a depoliticization of Puerto Rican migrants 
as they arrived in the United States. They would also suggest resistance to the new 
political environment. More than a third of these migrants to the United States were 
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completely disengaged from the political system in the United States, and a good 
portion of these disengaged migrants remained disengaged throughout their sojourn. 
This inference is indirect, using as referents their orientations once they returned to 
the island as opposed to their orientations before migrating.

There is, however, direct evidence in the correlation analysis that exposure to  
the new political environment resulted in resocialization among some migrants.  
It was determined that the longer a migrant resided in the United States, the 
greater her psychological engagement in the political process. For a small segment 
of migrants (approximately 15 percent), resistance to the new political environment 
did not result in a desocialization of orientations learned earlier; rather, it entailed 
a disconnection from the political environment in the United States as attention 
to politics in Puerto Rico monopolized their interest. For the vast majority of 
migrants, however, sojourning in the United States resulted in an adaptation to 
the new political environment. Their interest in politics grew the longer they were 
in the United States, but the increase in politics did not result in the shedding of 
their interest in the politics in Puerto Rico. Moreover, it appears that the migration 
experience on political orientations in Puerto Rico is uniform regardless of where 
migrants may have settled. Variation in the correlation analysis of some political 
orientations among migrants in the United States, depending on whether they 
lived in New York or not, does not reflect the impact of the migration on political 
orientations in Puerto Rico. It is as if the effect of the migration experience on 
return was uniformly similar for migrants, regardless of the different impact that 
settling in different sites in the United States may have had on their orientations 
while in that country.

Although migrants differed in their political orientations depending on  
whether they were in Puerto Rico or in the United States, these migrants exhibited  
no significant difference in political orientations from other fellow residents when  
they returned to Aguadilla. This conclusion is supported by the bivariate analyses.  
The results for differences in means, correlation coefficients, and cross-tabulations 
bear this out. Their levels of interest in political affairs, their trust in the government, 
their levels of efficacy, or their level of discussing politics are not different from those of 
respondents who have never migrated. It is as if the migration experience has not had 
any effect, whether lasting or ephemeral, on the political orientations of these migrants. 
Return migrants in Aguadilla do not appear to be a distinct political group. They are 
certainly not different politically from other neighbors who have not migrated.

However, the multivariate analyses reveal something else altogether: the length 
of time they spent in the United States, which would indicate whether migrants 
internalized the norms and behaviors of the receiving polity, does appear to have an 
substantial impact on their political orientations once they returned to the island. 
This impact is largely negative. They exhibited lower levels of political interest, 
knowledge, efficacy, and trust in Puerto Rico the longer they resided in the United 
States. Moreover, their return to Puerto Rico did not result in an immediate 
psychopolitical reattachment to the political system in Puerto Rico. Rather,  
this attachment required a period of time before these return migrants acquired a 
political orientation profile that did not distinguish them from non-migrants. That is, 
the multivariate regression results suggest a resistance to incorporation to the home 
polity on their return. These findings indicate that Puerto Rican return migrants did 
undergo political socialization as a result of their sojourn in the United States, an 
experience manifested in their political orientations.
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These findings overall would challenge the lasting impact that early political 
socialization has on political subjects. On arriving in a new and inauspicious 
political environment, migrant political actors resisted the pressure from the 
political system. They took to the prevailing pattern of political orientations 
once they returned to their society of origin. The transition to reattachment 
from resistance to greater engagement abroad or from resistance to the political 
system in the polity of origin was not immediate, but required time. Thus, the 
fact that these migrants became depoliticized on arriving in a new polity speaks 
to the relative strength of political environments in shaping political orientations 
and their relations with political socialization. Had the impact of early political 
socialization on political orientations been stronger than that of the political 
environment, most of these Puerto Rican migrants would have continued their 
psychological engagement in politics on their arrival in the United States. This 
consequence follows similar activity in Puerto Rico, but returning migrants 
would not have needed an extended period of exposure to the new political 
system to become engaged in it. Instead, returning migrants were initially 
depoliticized. Only gradually did they begin to engage the receiving polity 
concerning psychopolitical dimensions.

These results also point to the adaptability of migrants as they move from location 
to location during their sojourns. They also underscore the flexibility their orientations 
exhibit in these travels. Migrants are not rigidly bound to what they learned as children 
or adolescents. Yet it must be acknowledged that the migration experience in the 
United States was negative insofar as politics is concerned; migrants were initially 
depoliticized, and only over time did they somewhat integrate into the political system 
of the United States. Moreover, the experience was a negative one politically as well: on 
their return to Puerto Rico migrants needed time to become fully reincorporated into 
the political system of the island. Although ultimately they became as psychopolitically 
engaged as fellow residents who had never migrated, during the intervening period 
after their return to full engagement, these migrants may have been relatively 
marginalized from the political process of the island. 

On a separate note, while the experience abroad for these migrants may be 
uniform on their return, variations in levels of political orientations depend on 
where they settled in the United. It appears that living in New York State fosters 
increasing incorporation in that particular political system over the years, as evident 
in the correlation analyses. This should not be surprising, given that it is in New 
York State where settlement has been oldest and most robust, and where political 
empowerment has been most extensive. As the Puerto Rican community disperses 
further throughout the United States, and other sites gain in social, economic, and 
political strength (e.g., central Florida), it will be of increasing interest to see what 
impact this variation in settlement may have on Puerto Rican political engagement. 
The findings of the correlation analyses foreshadow what may be expected: an 
increased cynicism toward the United States federal government represents the only 
statistically significant finding on political orientations associated with residence in a 
state of new settlement in relation to residence in a traditional settlement. It is as if 
these migrants were assimilating the “smaller government” discourse more prevalent 
in more conservative areas of the southern United States. 

Present findings allow us to conclude that these migrants react to the receiving 
society’s political environment in no uncertain terms. From this perspective, these 
findings from return migrants add to the nuances of those who look at the impact 
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of political experience in the home country prior to migration or attachment to 
the migrant’s native country. Investigators find no inhibiting effect on political 
involvement in the receiving society (Hritzuk and Park 2000; Garcia et al. 1996). 
With these new findings of return migration and political socialization, it can be 
added that the prior experience migrants had in a receiving society does have an 
inhibiting effect on political engagement in the sending society once the migrant has 
returned to it. Nevertheless, the impact of the environment in situ is preponderant, 
neutralizing and reorienting disparate orientation among most migrants.

The net effect of the migration experience on the individual actor who returns 
to her society of origin after sojourning abroad is negative overall. Living abroad 
may have been a depolitizicing and disengaging as an experience; additionally, 
living abroad has a lingering effect. However, this negative effect is not permanent. 
Although political socialization is not impervious to environmental impact, it 
maintains a lasting power (Sigel 1989). The interaction between early political 
learning and the political environment the migrant is in determines the extent of 
migrant political orientation. Migrants are not fully plastic and pliable empty vessels 
that admit input indiscriminately; but neither are they impervious to adaptation 
and learning as adults. The fact that there is a lingering effect of migration on 
orientations indicates further that migrants have internalized the experience of 
lower psychopolitical engagement while abroad to exhibit it upon their return; 
results vary according to the length of their sojourn. These Puerto Rican migrants 
seem to have learned a different pattern of political orientations while abroad. Yet 
they have accommodated themselves to existing circumstances, whether abroad or 
in the society of origin. However, as the impact of the migration does not seem to 
be permanent, it is not expected that the migration will affect political behavior 
mediated through political orientations.
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N OT E S
1 I acknowledge an anonymous reviewer of this paper for raising this point. 
2 Maximum score 8; minimum score 2. Cronbach’s alpha = .7071; Mean = 5.18 (n=301).
3 Maximum score 8; minimum score 2. Cronbach’s alpha = .7017; Mean = 4.63 (n=286).
4 Maximum score 10; minimum score 5. Cronbach’s alpha = .6442; Mean = 8.17 (n=304).
5 Maximum score 8; minimum score 2. Cronbach’s alpha = .5726; Mean = 5.17 (n=254).
6 Maximum score 10; minimum score 3. Cronbach’s alpha = .6869; Mean = 7.17 (n=229).
7 An anonymous reviewer of this paper raised the point that using the amount of time migrants 
spend in the host society (years residing in the United States) was a rather limited operational 
definition, lacking precision to measure exposure to the new polity. This is a valid critique. It is for 
this reason that I have also included, as an independent measure of exposure to the political system 
of the United States, the extent to which a migrant not only resided in the United States while 
sojourning, but also the extent to which that migrant may have been engaged psychopolitically 
with her political environment depending on the length of time that migrant resided in the United 
States; hence, the construction of interaction terms.
8 Years in the United States x Interest in Politics in the United States; Years in the United 
States x Interest in Political Campaigns in the United States; Years in the United States x 
Discussion of Politics in the United States; Years in the United States x Discussion about 
Problems in the Local Community in the United States; Years in the United States x Identifies 
President of the United States; Years in the United States x Identifies Mayor in the United States; 
Years in the United States x Internal Efficacy in the United States; Years in the United States x 
External Efficacy in the United States. 
9 Years in the United States x Trust in the State Government in the United States; Years in the 
United States x Trust in the Federal Government in the United States; Years in the United States 
x Cynicism towards State Government in the United States; and Years in the United States x 
Cynicism towards the Federal Government in the United States. 
10 States of traditional settlement among this sample of migrants are: CT, HI, IL, MA, NY, NJ 
and PA; states of new settlement are: CA, FL, MO, OK, SC, TX, WA. 
11 The sample was selected using a three-stage strategy for a target sample size of 500 
respondents. Ninety-eight census blocks were ultimately selected systematically with selection 
probability proportional to size (Sudman 1976). All housing units in these selected blocks were 
enumerated; five households per block were randomly selected. One adult respondent, born 
in Puerto Rico, was selected randomly per household (Kish 1967). Of 492 possible interviews, 
322 were successfully completed; a response rate of 65 percent. The effective response rate for 
eligible households was 77 percent: 8.5 percent of households or potential respondents refused 
to participate; in 10 percent of instance, the household was found to be vacant, uninhabitable, or 
demolished; in another 10 percent of potential cases, no informant or respondent was contacted 
after three visits; 4 percent of households were ineligible for inclusion in the sample as no resident 
was born in Puerto Rico; 2 percent of potential respondents were unable to participate due to some 
incapacitating condition that prevented effective communication. For additional sampling details, 
see Vargas-Ramos (2010).
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