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Executive Summary

This study by the Rose Institute of State and Local Government at Claremont McKenna
College involves a comprehensive investigation of voting trends in California between
1996 and 2002. Although confirming many of the predictions in the earlier “Heartland”
study conducted for Mr. Murdoch, several findings will surprise many observers of
California politics:

Despite rapid population growth, the number of registrants is not increasing
Low turnout elections no longer favor Republicans

Democrats will not necessarily dominate California’s elections this decade
Swing voters are the deciding factor in California elections

Distinctly different voting dynamics are at work in six of the State’s major
regions

Latinos are an increasingly volatile portion of the electorate

If Republicans win 30 percent of the Latino vote they will win most elections
The next few elections will determine the voting loyalties of large numbers of
“coming of age” new and immigrant voters

e The upcoming recall is a unique opportunity to examine emerging electoral trends
that will decide elections for the rest of the decade

California’s Situation

The time range — 1996 to 2002 — covers a period of economic, demographic and political
transition in California: aerospace industry employment hit its low point; rapid
immigration continued; and property values rose rapidly. Interestingly, despite a 9.67
percent increase in population, the number of registered voters remained essentially
unchanged.

Conventional wisdom currently holds that Democrats dominate California elections, and
Republican candidates perform better in low-turnout elections. Both of these concepts are
incorrect.

The behavior of the vital swing voters is driven by the candidates and campaigns
involved. In particular, victory is decided by the impact of the candidates and campaigns
on those regions and counties where swing voters of all types are found. These regions
(the Heartland, San Francisco Bay Area, Coastal Counties, Los Angeles, and South
Counties) each have different voting dynamics and stimuli.

Two factors indicate that population growth without registration growth is unlikely to
continue. The first is immigration: new immigrants will eventually begin to gain
citizenship. The voting tendencies of the recently-registered and soon-to-register Latino
voters will heavily impact elections later this decade and beyond. The political debate
today will largely determine these voters’ actions in future elections.



The second long-term factor is the slowing of the aerospace industry job exodus, which
will reduce the flow of registered voters from California. These two changes will take
time to impact the State’s elections, but the political parties and others interested in
election results are wise to look ahead and consider their impact.

Study Findings
The Rose Institute study found that California’s voters display a variety of voting
behaviors that can be categorized as:

Core Democrats

Core Republicans

Turnout Swing voters: loyal to one party, but low frequency voters
Ticket-Splitting Swing Democrats who occasionally swing Green
Ticket-Splitting Swing Republicans and Democrats who swing between the two
parties
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In California, core Democrats now outnumber core Republicans, giving Democrats the
edge in low-turnout elections. The 2002 election, with its record low turnout levels,
proved this point.

To win a statewide election and given this disadvantage in core voters, Republicans must
win among the various swing voters. But the margin between core Democrats and core
Republicans is small (3.5 percent), while 44 percent of voters are swing voters. Swing
voters (of all types) outnumber the Democratic advantage in core voters by thirteen to
one. The decisions (both whom to support and whether to vote at all) of the swing voters
decide the winner in California statewide races.

The question remains: what drives voting decisions for swing voters? A significant part
of that answer lies with the candidates and messages involved in a campaign — issues
outside the scope of this study. Nevertheless, we know from earlier studies that national
security issues in times of war or crisis have a powerful effect on swing voters and their
turnout: this fact may have particular significance in 2004. Identification of the voting
behavior and motivation factors that drive elections certainly will be the key to achieving
victory in future elections. Close study of the Hispanic vote, particularly its middle
income segments and the generation just now entering the electorate, will be key to
developing winning strategies for the future.

These key behaviors and motivations vary among regions. Our study concludes with a
look at which types of voters are dominant in each region. Armed with this information,
interested individuals and parties can focus their efforts to increase turnout among each
of their supportive groups.

The Regions

e The Heartland: suburban and rural and heavily Republican. The Heartland in
2003 is just as Republican in registration as the South Counties region, and its
Republican voters are more reliable at the polls.

S



Los Angeles: massive voting
strength requires attention from both
parties. Rising power of turnout
swing Latinos foreshadows potential
battle for a much larger Latino voting
block in coming years.

San Francisco Bay Area: urban,
rural, and liberal. Core Democratic
strength challenged by rising Green
party influence. ’

Coastal Counties: restrictions on
new housing and resulting spiraling
property values have limited the
diversity in this region where
environmentalists face off against
rural core Republicans of San Luis
Obispo and northern Santa Barbara
counties.

¢ South Counties: The traditional base of Republican votes in California is rapidly
changing under the influence of Latino immigrants and emigrants from Los

Angeles County.

In short, Democrats’ advantage in core voters and in the lowest-turnout groups give
the state Democratic leanings in statewide elections. But the massive number of
swing voters and high “other” party voter registration reveal a highly volatile
electorate that offers victory to whichever campaign presents the right message to the

right audiences.



Scope of Study

The Institute’s research team reviewed election results for statewide general elections
from 1996, 1998, 2000 and 2002. We also reviewed Census data from both the 2000
Census and annual population estimates for 1996, 1998, and 2002. The data were
supplemented with voter registration by ethnicity data from the California Statewide
Database, exit polls by the Los Angeles Times, and post-election surveys by the Field
Poll.

One factor outside the scope of this study is voter drop-off: the situation where a voter
casts a ballot for Governor and other top-of-ticket races, but leaves other statewide
elections blank. The low occurrence of this behavior, the lack of exit polling information
on it, and the expense involved in adding this relatively minor data point to this study all
contributed to our decision to leave it outside the scope of this study.

In short, the Rose Institute reviewed all of the available data sources to identify the
following:
1. Which groups of registered voters — by party and by ethnicity — fall into which voter
behavior pattern.
2. Which patterns predominate in different counties in the State.
3. Which voter group(s) determine the winner in California statewide elections.



Population and Registration Trends

The demographics of California’s voters are in a state of transition, as are the
demographics of the entire State population. But the change among voters lags
considerably behind the change in total population. From 1996 to 2002, California
experienced a net growth of 3,097,199 people, or 9.67 percent. Yet voter registration over
the same time frame actually declined by 358,606 voters, or 2.29 percent.

This difference is driven largely by the increasing share of California’s population made
up of immigrants. According to the most recent Census Bureau analysis, California
experienced a net loss in domestic migration of over 700,000 people between 1996 and
2000. California’s total population increased over that time period due to the arrival of
immigrants from outside of the United States. Of course, those new arrivals are not yet
eligible for citizenship and voter registration. The impact of new immigration is likely to
take much longer than expected: of those eligible for amnesty in the early 1980s, only 20
percent have thus far applied for citizenship.

The 2002 Election

Nationally, the 2002 election was an overwhelming sweep for Republicans. California
was the polar opposite: Democrats swept the statewide offices from Governor to
Superintendent of Education. California’s 2002 election also presented a new
phenomenon for political scientists: turnout was at a near-record low, and the voters who
did turn out reliably voted for all candidates of a single party. This established, beyond
the usual statistical estimations and guesses, the clear number of core voters in each

party.

But the Democratic sweep does not indicate a sweep of the issues: Los Angeles County,
the bastion of Democratic power in the state, approved term limits on county officers
with over 60.58 percent of the vote.

Defining Core Voters

Core voters, also referred to as a party’s “base” voters, are the heart and soul of a political
party. These “core” voters reliably vote in every election, and reliably vote for every
candidate of their chosen party on the ticket. Republicans traditionally are known as the
party with the most reliable core voters. But in California, the Rose Institute analysis
shows that Democratic core voters now outnumber Republican core voters. In the record
low turnout election of 2002, these Democratic core voters drove their party’s sweep in
California.

The proportion of voters who fall into the “core” category has declined in recent decades,
while inde.pendent1 and “Decline to State” voter registration have risen and “party levers”
on the ballot box have disappeared. Yet a majority of voters in low-turnout elections, and
a substantial proportion of voters in all elections, remain core voters.

! “Independent” is the collection of all registrants other than Democrat, Republican, and Decline to State.
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Measuring the Core Vote

Identifying core voters in theory or in a survey is relatively easy: contact those people
who voted in every or almost every election, then ask if he or she voted for all candidates
of one party in each election. But it is only easy in theory. Surveys encounter two
problems: respondents claiming to have voted always outnumber the actual votes cast,
and many people resist answering questions about who they supported in an election.

The 2002 election provided a detailed window into California’s core voters without
reliance on a detailed follow-up survey. The tiny five percent margin between the best-
performing and worst-performing Republicans clearly showed that virtually all
Republicans votes were straight-ticket voters. Combined with the low turnout in this
election, we see that virtually all the Republican voters were “core” Republicans. And the
small margins between the Democratic candidates (though Green candidate swings made
the margins larger than for the Republicans) also gave us a good measuring stick for core
Democrats.

Votes Cast For Republican and Democratic Candidates

For Statewide Office in the 2002 General Election
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For comparison, the Democratic margin in 1998 was 14.17 percent and the Republican
margin was 16.72 percent:






