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ABSTRACT
Participatory Budgeting (PB) is a welcome experiment in participatory 
democracy in New York City (NYC), one that could produce greater 
civic engagement of traditionally marginalized groups and more 
equitable resource distribution. By engaging immigrants, PB aims to 
affirm and elevate their voices, help develop their civic capacities, and 
promote their political participation and community empowerment. 
During the past four years, participation by immigrants (foreign-born 
residents) in New York City’s PB process (PBNYC) has steadily increased, 
growing from nineteen to twenty-eight percent of all PB voters. Yet, 
immigrant participation lags compared to their numbers, with great 
variation among PB districts. Using a mixed methods approach that 
incorporates surveys of and interviews with immigrant community 
members, staff at immigrant serving community-based organizations, 
and City Council staff, this article aims to parse out the logistical and 
affective barriers to participation immigrants face in PB districts 
and how PBNYC’s design attempts to circumvent said barriers and 
facilitate participation. Ultimately, our study reveals a complex mix 
of promising practices and structural constraints involved in working 
toward PB’s “inclusive” and “equitable” aims.

Introduction

Participatory Budgeting (PB) is a welcome experiment in participatory democracy because 
it has the potential to produce greater community empowerment.1 PB is committed to the 
incorporation of social groups that are traditionally excluded from formal political processes, 
including immigrants (that is foreign-born).2 By engaging immigrants, PB aims to affirm and 
elevate their voices, help develop their civic capacities and level of community organization, 
and promote their political participation. PB gives people a taste for participation that can 

1Brian wampler, “Participatory Budgeting: core Principles and Key impacts,” Journal of Public Deliberation 8:2 (2012),  
pp. 1–13.

2“Foreign-born” is the term used most frequently by government agencies (for example census Bureau) while “immigrant” 
is more commonly used by researchers and mainstream media outlets. in this article, we use the terms “foreign-born” and 
“immigrant” interchangeably. we further distinguish between foreign-born persons who have naturalized and become 
citizens of the US and those who remain noncitizens—as well as those who are documented (so-called “legal”) and those 
who are undocumented (so-called “illegal”) immigrants—in several sections of this article, where data permits making 
such distinctions.
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set them—and their community—on a pathway toward political incorporation.3 These com-
munity building features are among PB’s most compelling aspects. PB draws in people who 
report they were not previously civically engaged: fifty-one percent of PB voters in 2014 
were not members of other civic or community organizations and sixty-eight percent said 
they had never worked with others in their community to solve problems (outside of PB).4

These findings have parallels in other studies of PB5 as well as the extensive literature on 
social capital and immigrant political incorporation, which are replete with examples show-
ing how various kinds of social and political activity—from participating in PTAs and block 
associations, to working on political campaigns or waging protest—can increase individuals’ 
capacities and sense of political efficacy. These activities can, in turn, have significant spillover 
effects that foster further civic engagement activity and political incorporation.6

The transformative potentialities of PB are multi-tiered and grand at both the individual 
and community level, as well as vis-à-vis local government. By boosting social capital and 
civic engagement of the marginalized (procedural democracy), PB could ultimately produce 
more equitable resource distribution (substantive democracy).7

Yet, such democratic ideals are challenged by the rising numbers of foreign-born persons 
who are not US citizens, not only because they are excluded from formal political participa-
tion, but also because they are all too often relegated to the lower social order. Social scien-
tists have long established that low citizenship rates among immigrants along with patterns 
of low voter registration and participation by newly naturalized citizens are correlated with 
under-representation in government and biased public policy outcomes.8

In NYC, foreign-born residents comprise a third or more of the population in some dis-
tricts.9 Immigrants also make up a sizable portion of PB participants in NYC: during the past 
four years, participation by immigrants has steadily increased, growing from 19% to more 
than 28% of all PBNYC voters. Yet, immigrant participation lags compared to their numbers, 
and there is great variation by immigrants in PB phases and districts.

This study focuses on one dimension of immigrant political incorporation: participation. 
Participation is a necessary and crucial step for incorporation (even if not sufficient). As 
history has amply shown, unless excluded groups can participate in political processes, 
substantive progress will not be forthcoming.10

3immigrant political incorporation is often gaged by measuring levels of immigrant participation and impacts on governance, 
including by examining the proportion of immigrants in a district, the proportion of immigrants naturalized and eligible 
to vote, the proportion registered and voting, the proportion of representatives with immigrant backgrounds, the degree 
of responsiveness and accountability of representatives, policy outcomes, and measures of social well-being of the immi-
grants over time. Generally speaking, the greater or lesser degree of immigrant participation, representation, and social 
well-being, the greater (or lesser) degree a group is considered “incorporated.” Jennifer Hochschild, Jacqueline chattopadhyay, 
claudine Gay, and Michael Jones-correa (eds), Outsiders No More? Models of Immigrant Political Incorporation (london, 
UK: oxford University Press, 2013).

4alexa Kasdan, erin Markman, and Pat convey, A People’s Budget: A Research and Evaluation Report on Participatory 
Budgeting in New York City (New York, NY: community Development Project (cDP) of the Urban Justice center, 2014), 
available online at: http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/update-20141031.

5celina Su, “Participatory Budgeting in New York city,” Metropolitics 1 (2014), http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Participatory-
Budgeting-in-New.html.

6louis DeSipio, “immigrant incorporation in an era of weak civic institutions: immigrant civic and Political Participation in 
the United States,” American Behavioral Scientist 55:9 (2011), pp. 1189–1213.

7erik olin wright, Envisioning Real Utopias (london, UK: Verso, 2010).
8Ronald Schmidt Sr., Yvette M. alex-assensoh, andrew l. aoki, and Rodney e. Hero, Newcomers, Outsiders, and Insiders: 

Immigrants and American Racial Politics in the Early Twenty-first Century (ann arbor, Mi: University of Michigan, 2009).
9New York city Department of Planning, The Newest New Yorkers, 2013.
10Frances Fox Piven and Richard a. cloward, Why Americans Still Don’t Vote: and Why Politicians Want it That Way (Boston, 

Ma: Beacon Press, 2000).

http://cdp.urbanjustice.org/update-20141031
http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Participatory-Budgeting-in-New.html
http://www.metropolitiques.eu/Participatory-Budgeting-in-New.html
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What barriers to participation do immigrants face? What features of PBNYC’s design facil-
itates immigrant participation? Why do immigrants participate, or not? This mixed methods 
study relies on surveys and interviews with immigrant participants, staff at immigrant serving 
community-based organizations (CBOs) and City Council offices in PBNYC districts. We also 
draw upon the extensive data collected by the Community Development Project (CDP) of 
the Urban Justice Center (UJC).

This research suggests that, given opportunities, immigrants participate in PB. One reason 
is because PBNYC has deliberately worked to address traditional barriers to immigrant par-
ticipation in PB’s design. First, PBNYC organizers eliminated the citizenship requirement for 
participation; one only need to be a resident of a PB-participating district. Second, districts 
are encouraged to use bilingual materials and/or interpreters, and many do rely on volun-
teers, use “in house” capacity, or outside supports. Third, a few districts and some participating 
community organizations have provided additional supports to encourage participation 
such as metrocards, childcare, and food, albeit in limited use, which can alleviate challenges 
related to transportation, family responsibilities, and work obligations of immigrant and 
other low-income residents.11 Additionally, PB’s promise of concrete, if modest, material 
improvements to their neighborhoods can draw immigrants and immigrant serving com-
munity organizations into the process. In this article, we examine factors that impede and 
facilitate immigrant participation in PBNYC. This study draws upon and has relevance for the 
studies of immigrant political incorporation more broadly.

Immigrant New York City

Of the 8.4 million residents in New York City, 6.5 million residents are of voting age, and a 
little more than half of these people (fifty-five percent) were born in the United States, 
automatically making them citizens and eligible to vote. Of those remaining, more than 
three million NYC residents are foreign-born, or one in three (thirty-three percent).12 While 
slightly more than half of these immigrants have naturalized, 1.43 million of these adults are 
not US citizens and cannot vote, or one in five (twenty-one percent).13 Of these non-citizens, 
about a half-million are undocumented immigrants, most but not all of them over eighteen 
years old.14 In at least twenty-two of the fifty-one City Council Districts, more than twenty 
percent of the voting-age population cannot vote, rising to more than forty percent of the 
resident population in several districts. Queens, one of the five city boroughs, has nine of 
the top twenty neighborhoods with foreign-born residents and is the only borough where 
Asians comprise the majority of foreign-born residents, with Latin American immigrants 

11in 2014–2015 PB cycle, for example, “about a third (thirty-four percent) of assemblies had language support (interpretation 
or translation) and nearly half (forty-seven percent) provided food to participants. Fewer districts provided childcare (thirteen 
percent).” alexa Kasdan, erin Markman, and Pat convey, A People’s Budget: A Research and Evaluation Report on 
Participatory Budgeting in New York City (New York, NY: community Development Project of the Urban Justice center, 
2015). available online at: https://cdp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/cDP.weB.doc_Report_PBNYc_cycle4findings-dis-
trict_20151021.pdf

12Nancy Foner (ed.), One out of Three: Immigrant New York in the Twenty-First Century (New York, NY: columbia University, 
2013).

13David Kallick, “Data for Pre-citizen Voting Debate in city council,” Fiscal Policy Institute (New York, NY, 2013), available 
online at: http://fiscalpolicy.org/data-for-pre-citizen-voting-debate-in-city-council (accessed September 17, 2016).

14Pew Hispanic center, analysis prepared for Fiscal Policy institute, 2009. cited by David Kallick, “immigrants in New York’s 
economy: a Portrait in Full living color,” in Nancy Foner, Jan Rath, Jan willem Duyvendak, and Rogier van Reekum (eds), 
New York and Amsterdam: Immigration and the New Urban Landscape (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2014).

https://cdp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/CDP.WEB.doc_Report_PBNYC_cycle4findings-district_20151021.pdf
https://cdp.urbanjustice.org/sites/default/files/CDP.WEB.doc_Report_PBNYC_cycle4findings-district_20151021.pdf
http://fiscalpolicy.org/data-for-pre-citizen-voting-debate-in-city-council
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trailing closely behind.15 These residents are unable to elect government representatives, 
nor effectively guide public policy that affects their daily lives.

During the 1980s and the 1990s, New York continued to experience massive demographic 
shifts as more than one million whites moved out of the city and another approximately one 
million people moved into the city, many of them foreign-born immigrants. Yet, even though 
the racial composition of the city changed from majority white to “majority minority” during 
the past few decades, a majority of the electorate (actual voters) remains white in many local 
elections.16 Thus, although whites comprised only thirty-three percent of the total population 
in NYC in 2010 (down from forty-four in 1990) and Hispanics and Blacks now each comprise 
twenty-six percent of the population, with Asians comprising thirteen percent, whites con-
tinue to vote at higher rates. They constitute an outsized proportion of voters, which thereby 
gives them disproportional weight to shape electoral and public policy outcomes. For exam-
ple, a study by the Center for Urban Research at the Graduate Center of the City University 
of New York (CUNY) showed that in the 2013 NYC primary elections,

predominantly white areas had the largest turnout in the primary, followed by predominantly 
African American/Afro Caribbean areas and then Latino communities. (Predominantly Chinese 
areas turned out at a level just below the Black areas.) And in terms of total votes, predominantly 
white areas contributed 1.5 times the number of votes than predominantly black areas, more 
than twice the Hispanic/Latino areas, and far more than other communities.17

Although multiple factors influence turnout rates, such as differentials in socioeconomic 
status (SES) and contextual factors, citizenship rates are clearly at work. These statistics depict 
a state of under-representation of immigrant communities in NYC. The inauguration of PB 
in NYC holds the potential to interrupt these patterns of immigrant political exclusion.

Traditional Barriers, Efforts of Redress: Pathways to Political Incorporation

Immigrants face specific challenges to political participation. The most significant are citi-
zenship and legal status. Although immigrants are naturalizing at high rates, millions of 
documented and undocumented immigrants cannot vote, and gaps in participation of the 
naturalized persist. The undocumented in particular are wary of government because their 
lack of legal immigration status makes them vulnerable to detention and deportation. 
Nevertheless, many do engage in informal, non-electoral politics, such as attending com-
munity forums or demonstrations, becoming members in school committees, signing peti-
tions, or volunteering for an organization or a political campaign. These activities can prove 
influential with governmental officials and institutions.

Although PB is not a typical formal electoral process, we should expect that many of the 
same studied variables will prevent or encourage immigrants from participating. Language 
acquisition is a crucial factor affecting political participation, as English proficiency is often 

15arun Peter lobo and Joseph Salvo, “a Portrait of New York’s immigrant Mélange,” in Nancy Foner, 2013.
16John Mollenkopf, Steven Romalewski, leslie Hirsch, and Joe Pereira, “Shifting Shares: Demographic change, Differential 

Mobility, and electoral trends in New York city, 2000 to 2011,” Toward a 21st Century City for All: Progressive Policies for 
NYC for 2013 and Beyond, 21cforall.org. 2013 (accessed December 4, 2016).

17Primary elections are especially important in NYc because the overwhelming majority of elected representatives win or 
lose in them. all but three NYc councilmembers are Democratic, as are most citywide, state, and congressional officials. 
“NYc election atlas: analysis of 2013 Mayoral Primary,” Center for Urban Research at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York (2013), available online at: http://www.nycelectionatlas.com/tables.html#election2013 (accessed 
September 24, 2016). the center for Urban Research found similar patterns in the 2012 elections. “election atlas,” available 
online at: http://www.nycelectionatlas.com/tables.html (accessed September 24, 2016).

http://www.nycelectionatlas.com/tables.html#election2013
http://www.nycelectionatlas.com/tables.html
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a “prerequisite to participation in the democratic politics of the United States.”18 Latinos with 
access to Spanish language news are also reported to participate at higher rates in 
elections.19

A survey of Asian Americans found that four in five adults described as having low-level 
English proficiency would make use of translated election materials, and about two in five 
rely on ethnic media for political information.20 According to Karen Pennar, co-director of 
the Center for Community and Ethnic Media at the CUNY Graduate School of Journalism, 
1.8 million immigrant New Yorkers “speak little or no English” and “nearly half” speak a lan-
guage other than English at home.”21 Most of these residents rely on the more than three 
hundred “ethnic media” outlets in the city.

To be sure, immigrant populations face similar challenges to participation as other mar-
ginalized social groups; scholars point to (SES), age, educational level, generation, and dura-
tion of stay in the US, among other factors.22 In addition, studies show that legal and 
institutional factors can impede participation, such as cumbersome voter registration pro-
cedures and election administrative practices (time and place restrictions). Still, as we 
describe below, traditional structural barriers to political participation are compounded for 
immigrants, particularly those who are Limited English Proficient (LEP), lack legal status, and 
encounter certain cultural obstacles or discrimination.

The SES profile of immigrant New Yorkers varies widely, mirroring the hourglass shape of 
other demographic groups. Consider educational attainment, which is highly correlated 
with political participation. Although a sizable number of immigrants arrive with post-sec-
ondary education and professional skills, most do not. As much as forty to fifty percent of 
the top three immigrant groups in NYC—Dominican, Chinese, and Mexican adults—have 
attained less than a high school education.23 Some of the adult immigrant residents we 
surveyed have fewer than eight years of formal education.

Local institutions and community-based organizations have long been credited with 
helping overcome such barriers and encouraging participation of marginalized people by 
introducing them to political stimuli that foster longer-term participation. This is especially 
applicable to newcomers who are often unfamiliar with US political processes and are mobi-
lized less by political parties than they were in the past.24 In cities, community-based organ-
izations have fostered political interest and mobilized formal and informal participation 
among citizens and the undocumented.25 This is particularly true of immigrant-led organi-
zations, which are usually more trusted and are better mobilizers of immigrant residents. In 

18Matt a. Barreto and José a. Muñoz, “Reexamining the ‘Politics of in-between’: Political Participation among Mexican 
immigrants in the United States,” Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences 25:4 (2003), pp. 427–447.

19Felix oberholzer-Gee and Joel waldfogel, “Media Markets and localism: Does local News en español Boost Hispanic Voter 
turnout?” The American Economic Review 99:5 (2009), pp.2120–2128.

20Janelle wong, S. Karthick Ramakrishnan, taeku lee, and Jane Junn, Asian American Political Participation: Emerging 
Constituents and Their Political Identities (New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011), pp. 71–75

21Karen Pennar, “cUNY J-School offers testimony to NYc council on Behalf of the ethnic Press,” CUNY Graduate School of 
Journalism, available online at: http://www.journalism.cuny.edu/2016/01/cuny-j-school-offers-testimony-to-nyc-council-
on-behalf-of-community-and-ethnic-media/ (accessed January 28, 2016).

22Janelle wong, Democracy’s Promise: Immigrants and American Civic Institutions (ann arbor, Mi: University of Michigan 
Press, 2006).

23the New York city Department of Planning, “the Newest New Yorkers,” 2013. table 4–4, p. 101.
24Janelle wong, Democracy’s Promise.
25Héctor R. cordero-Guzmán, “community-Based organizations and Migration in New York city,” Journal of Ethnic and 

Migration Studies 31:5 (2005), pp. 889–909; S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and irene Bloemraad, 2008.

http://www.journalism.cuny.edu/2016/01/cuny-j-school-offers-testimony-to-nyc-council-on-behalf-of-community-and-ethnic-media/
http://www.journalism.cuny.edu/2016/01/cuny-j-school-offers-testimony-to-nyc-council-on-behalf-of-community-and-ethnic-media/
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fact, such organizations have had “incredible successes in mobilizing immigrant communi-
ties, including organizations that registered sixty thousand new immigrant voters in New 
York.”26

Additionally, such community organizations are often involved in communicating immi-
grant concerns to larger political audiences, whether through collaboration with local gov-
ernment officials or by mobilizing immigrant groups through non-formal channels.27 
Community organizations often help mobilize immigrant participation beyond just electoral 
politics and engage communities in a broad array of activities, which may be limited to a 
specific issue or concern initially, but can also create conditions for future mass 
mobilization.28

Methods

The focus of this article is to identify barriers to immigrant participation—as well as promising 
practices—that must be addressed to achieve PB’s broad goals. Our analysis is based on 
data collected by a research team based at Queens College comprised largely of students 
and faculty who conducted interviews and administered surveys with PB participants, PB 
Budget Delegates (BD), staff and members of immigrant serving organizations, community 
organizations and civic groups, PB organizers, canvassers, and City Council staff.29 We initially 
began this process in partnership with the Community Development Project (CDP) of the 
Urban Justice Center (UJC), which has been the main research and evaluation partner for 
PBNYC. CDP documented PB participants at every phase of the process—from design to 
outreach to who participated in Neighborhood Assemblies (NA), Budget Delegate (BD), 
Project Expos (PE), and voting.30 CDP used surveys, observations, and reports from PB organ-
izers, facilitators, and council staff at PB meetings, NA and BD meetings, as well as exit poll 
surveys of voters, and vote counts. CPD’s data provided us with the number of immigrants 
participating in PB, and in pairing it with census data, shed light on the representativeness 
of immigrant participation by district and across the city overall.

The relatively low participation rates among “foreign-born” and those for whom English 
is not their primary language raised several questions (See Table 1 below): Why was immi-
grant participation (relatively) low? What were the barriers or challenges to immigrant 

26Heath Brown, Immigrants and Electoral Politics: Nonprofit Organizing in a Time of Demographic Change (Philadelphia, 
Pa: temple University Press, 2017).

27els de Graauw, Making Immigrant Rights Real: Nonprofits and the Politics of Integration in San Francisco (ithaca, NY: 
cornell University Press, 2016).

28Janelle wong, Democracy’s Promise, p. 9; Jane Mcalevey, “the High-touch Model: Make the Road New York’s Participatory 
approach to immigrant organizing,” in Ruth Milkman and ed ott (eds), New Labor in New York: Precarious Workers and 
the Future of the Labor Movement (ithaca, NY: cornell University Press, 2014), pp. 173–189).

29thirty Queens college students and five researchers (Diana tamashiro Folla, Kristen Hackett, ana María ardón Bejarano, 
Merzela casimir) worked over a three-year period (2012–2015). Research was designed with guidance from the cDP, 
particularly from alexa Kasdan, lindsay cattell and erin Markman. Research was complied with the informed consent 
protocols regulated by the Queens college’s institutional Review Board.

30the PB process begins with Neighborhood assemblies (Na) that are held in the fall. at Nas, community members learn 
about PB and discuss their community’s needs. they brainstorm project ideas and select Budget Delegates (BD) who then 
learn about the budget process, project development, and then form committees. in the winter, BDs meet in committees 
to transform the community’s initial project ideas into full proposals, with support from council Member staff, city agency 
personnel, and other experts. BDs present draft project proposals to the community and get feedback, revise the projects, 
and present final project proposals at Project expos (Pe). Residents vote on which projects to fund during the end of March 
and/or early april. council Members announce winning projects and submit their spending priorities to the city council 
in May/June. community members evaluate the process and oversee the implementation of projects. Research and eval-
uation happens throughout these stages to improve the PB process.
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participation? What were the differences between those who were participating and those 
who were not? Did participation or reasons for participation (or non-participation) differ for 
different immigrant groups, for English-speakers vs. non-English speakers, for immigrants 
of different socioeconomic status? What did CBOs and city council think of these patterns, 
how were they responding (or not), and what impacts did various activities (or non-actions) 
produce? These questions drove our research.

From 2012 to 2015, we conducted three waves of data collection totaling sixty-five inter-
views with CBO and council office staff and canvassers, and solicited sixty-three surveys from 
immigrant community members. Our data collection and research methods were adjusted 
during each wave to further deepen our understanding.

Wave 1

From September 2012 to May 2013, PI Hayduk and twenty-five undergraduate students from 
Queens College (QC) conducted twenty-five interviews with individuals who had previously 

Table 1. PB Participation among Foreign-born and non-Native by District, cycles 1–3.

Notes: this data has been extracted from the yearly reports and analysis completed by cPD of UJc. a dash (-) indicates the 
data was not included in the cPD report.

For the two farthest right columns, the number in parentheses is the valid N from which the % was calculated. these N’s are 
the number of surveys collected by cPD that answered this question.

1Participants in PB may have participated in multiple phases (ex. Participating in a Neighborhood assembly and having 
voted) but were only counted once in the PB overall participation tally. this means that PB overall participation tallies will 
not be equivalent to the sum of the tallies for the three phases, and instead will be lower.

2District 32 data should be read with caution. this district was heavily damaged by Hurricane Sandy and recovery efforts 
interfered with participation in PB during this cycle.

District
Total PB  

Participation1 N/A BD Voters
PB Voters born  

outside US

PB Voters whose 
primary language 

was not English

Cycle 3 (2013–2014)

citywide** 18,184 1661 333 16,642 (6956) 22% (7053) 36%
8 1939 223 50 1715 (623) 48% (637) 43%
23 2212 349 50 1888 (1358) 31% (1354) 10%
31 2213 90 41 2149 (753) 29% (783) 12%
32 983 70 22 899 (77) 5% (8) 3%
33 2148 182 40 1981 (1329) 22% (1352) 11%
38 3236 336 43 2909 (630) 57% (632) 52%
39 2509 314 56 2247  (1902) 17% (1916) 6%
44 1270 39 12 1222 (70) 27% (73) 14%
45 1107 58 19 1065 (423) 53% (430) 8%

Cycle 2 (2012–2013)

citywide 13,889 1546 274 13,035 (-) 24% (6928) 10%
8 2063 349 60 1770 (-) 38% (-) 38%
23 1273 221 54 1116 (-) 29% (797) 12%
322 1010 60 - 976 (-) 15% (189) 6%
33 2632 173 40 2632 (-) 25% (1825) 8%
39 3107 457 50 2821 (-) 16% (2216) 4%
44 1719 97 15 1610 (-) 23% (31) 25%
45 1035 120 39 940 (-) 52% (215) 8%

Cycle 1 (2011–2012)

citywide 7736 2138 251 5985 (-) 19% 10%
8 1632 680 61 1048 (-) 28% (731) 16%
32 1799 380 36 1639 - (1378) 8%
39 2752 499 102 2213 (-) 13% (1072) 9%
45 1553 579 52 1085 (-) 56% (466) 11%
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participated in PB during cycle #2 as Budget Delegates—but were not participating in the 
then current PB cycle #3—across all participating City Council districts. The interviews were 
designed to identify: (1) who participated as Budget Delegates and why; (2) reasons they 
no longer were participating in the cycle (whether they were participating in PB in some 
other capacity, or were engaged in other civic activity); (3) factors that facilitated their initial 
participation in PB as well as the barriers to their participation, more generally locate 
strengths and weaknesses of PB processes; and (4) recommendations for improvements to 
future iterations of PB in New York City, particularly toward increasing immigrant participa-
tion in PB and their civic engagement more generally.

We jointly analyzed the data results. The interviews were transcribed in whole or in part. 
The research team analyzed the transcripts and identified themes that emerged across inter-
views: time constraints, work and family responsibilities, language and cultural barriers.

In preparing to carry-out a second wave of data collection, CPD again provided guidance 
in developing our questions and protocols and provided contact information for initial inter-
viewees. The QC team also drew up recommendations from members of the PB Steering 
Committee who were part of immigrant serving community-based organizations to identify 
other CBO and council staff to interview. In addition, we conducted independent analysis 
using census data and CPD data to identify immigrant dense PB districts, and then sought 
to identify immigrant serving CBOs in those districts to then reach out to for interviews. 
Finally, we drew upon our own contacts as well as contacts we obtained from interviewees 
(snowball method).

Wave 2

During 2013–2015, an additional forty interviews were conducted by PI Hayduk and four 
research assistants—Merzela Casimir, Ana María Ardón Bejarano, Diana Tamashiro Folla, and 
Kristen Hackett. These interviews followed similar protocols and processes. We interviewed 
staff from immigrant-serving organizations, canvassers, and several City Council staff across 
participating city council districts, with a focus on Queens County (the most immigrant dense 
borough in NYC). These interviews were designed to document factors that facilitated immi-
grant participation in PB and barriers to their participation from the perspective of staff 
members. Additionally, we solicited recommendations for improving future iterations of 
PBNYC, particularly toward increasing immigrant participation in PB, and their civic engage-
ment more generally.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted in CBO and council district offices, public 
cafes, and public spaces (a few were conducted via phone). Most of the interviews were 
audio recorded and fully transcribed. The research team analyzed the transcripts inde-
pendently and then discussed the results together. We identified themes that emerged 
across interviews and conducted further analysis and wrote up results. These interviews 
answered many of our questions, but could not answer a deeper question that was emerging: 
how does PB fit into the larger context of community member’s lives? CBO and council staff 
members and PBNYC Steering Committee members gave us insight and we then sought to 
ask community members themselves.
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Wave 3

In the Fall of 2015 we partnered with three immigrant-serving organizations to collect surveys 
of immigrant community members.31 These organizations were selected because of the 
differing and key immigrant communities that comprise the bulk of immigrant residents in 
NYC as well as the bulk of the membership of their respective organizations, and their status 
as leading service providers and advocates for their communities. In addition, these CBOs 
possessed awareness of, support for PB, and knowledge of PB as a practice within their 
communities, including having a similar interest in understanding what challenges and 
facilitating factors may be involved. Surveys were translated to accommodate Spanish, 
Bangla, Chinese (Mandarin), and Korean readers. Using closed- and open-ended questions 
the surveys aimed to capture the knowledge and perspectives of immigrant community 
members, and to assess how and why—or why not—community members participate polit-
ically, with a focus on participation in PB and what participation in PB “meant” in relation to 
the larger context of their lives.

We collected sixty-three surveys from immigrant community members across the city. 
The majority of survey participants resided in Queens (71.2%), with the remaining partici-
pants residing in the boroughs of Brooklyn (16.9%), the Bronx (6.8%), and Manhattan (5.1%). 
The majority of participants were first-generation immigrants (83.6%), with a subset of inter-
views from second-generation American-born (16.4%). Nearly half of the participants choose 
to complete the surveys in a language other than English (forty-six percent)—Spanish and 
Mandarin. Although the overwhelming majority of our respondents did not participate in 
PB, the surveys highlight factors such as work and family responsibilities and mistrust of 
public officials that impeded their participation in PB, as well as factors regarding civic par-
ticipation more generally. Respondents discussed factors that affect their participation, such 
as seeing personally meaningful projects to create or chose. These responses confirmed 
themes that emerged during our interviews and also deepened them.

Uneven Participation

How effectively have PB districts in New York City addressed traditional barriers and engaged 
foreign-born community members? Results to date are generally positive, though uneven. 
Table 1 shows PB participation citywide and by council district for cycles 1, 2, and 3. The data 
show that PB is gaining traction across the city, with more districts adopting PB each year, 
and relatedly, greater numbers of NYC residents participating (from 7736 participants in 
Cycle 1, to 13,889 in Cycle 2, to 18,184 in Cycle 3). However, a closer examination begins to 
reveal important disparities in participation.

For example, though overall PB participation is on the rise, that increase is overwhelmingly 
the result of increases in the number of voters; neighborhood assembly attendance and 
budget delegate participation is largely constant—or dropping in some districts—over time. 
These patterns tend to hold for foreign-born participants, and especially for participants for 
whom English is not their first language.

31the three non-profit organizations are: (1) Make the Road New York (MRNY), a membership led community organization 
of mostly latinos based in Bushwick, Brooklyn and corona, Queens; (2) Queens community House (QcH), a multiservice 
settlement house serving low-income, largely latino and asian residents that has program sites throughout central Queens; 
and (3) chhaya, a South asian community development corporation based in Jackson Heights, Queens.
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In Table 2 we see that some of the PB-participating districts are nearly fifty percent for-
eign-born. In some cases, as in District 38 and 8, the high rates of foreign-born residents also 
correspond to high rates of non-citizens. Further, a few districts with high levels of non-cit-
izens have high levels of participation in PB among foreign-born residents (ex. District 38).32 
In most districts, however, immigrant participation in PB falls below their proportion of the 
population.

Another important district-level factor to consider is language. Table 2 shows 
PB-participating districts with high numbers of residents for whom English is not their first 
language have lower rates of participation in PB. This pattern holds true even for districts 
where there are high levels of foreign born and non-citizens accompanied by relatively 
higher rates of PB participation, suggesting language differences still present unique barriers, 
which is consistent with the scholarship regarding immigrant civic and political 
engagement.

The remainder of our analysis aims to illuminate factors undergirding this uneven par-
ticipation, factors that also present challenges to PB organizers and the broader goal of 
advancing immigrant political incorporation. These barriers include immigration status, 
language access, time and logistical constraints, wariness of elected officials and govern-
ment, and assessments of immediate and potential “benefits.” We also discuss ways PBNYC 
organizers and council members have attempted to—or might—address these challenges, 
including crafting an accessible program design, lowered barriers to entry, effective outreach 
and engagement strategies, community-based resources and supports, and the promise of 
tangible neighborhood improvements.

32these districts reportedly have an effective and established regime of community leaders and community organizers 
actively involved in PB, supportive and engaged city council members and staff attending to the needs of community 
residents, and ample resources to engage residents. carlos Menchaca, “the importance of Participation,” The Red Hook 
Star Review, March 17, 2016; carmen Russo, “community engagement Prized by Participatory Budgeting Proponents,” 
Gotham Gazette, 8 april 2016.

Table 2. characteristics of Foreign Born Population in PB-Participating District.

Notes: the data in this table represents the pool of PB-eligible residents by national origin and language. these figures offer 
a point of comparison that speaks to the representativeness of PB participation among residents for whom english is not 
a primary language, or who were born outside of the US. though this data is only representative of the 18+ population in 
each district, whereas PB participation eligibility is 16, this is as close to the pool of PB eligible participants as is possible 
given existing data. the data has been extracted from data collected, calculated and/or shared by cPD (non-english as 
Primary language) and the center for Urban Research of the cUNY Graduate center, NY, NY (all other data herein). the 
data sources are below. we recognize that neither is a perfect.

1Data based on the american community Survey, 2010–2014.
2Data based on 2010 census.

District
Total district 

pop1

Voting Age district population

Non-English 
as Primary 
Language2

Differences (Voting in Cycle 
3 PB Data vs District-level 

data)

Foreign 
born1

Foreign 
born, natu-

ralized1

Foreign 
born, not US 

citizen1
Foreign 

Born 

Non-English as 
Primary  

Language
8 181,299 28% 11% 17% 62% +20 −19
23 157,620 44% 32% 13% 55% −13 −45
31 158,005 34% 21% 13% 27% −5 −15
32 168,192 33% 20% 13% 45% −28 −42
33 177,249 19% 10% 9% 51% +3 −40
38 170,905 48% 17% 31% 79% +4 −27
39 174,909 23% 12% 11% 39% −6 −33
44 160,408 33% 20% 12% 67% −6 −53
45 165,257 44% 28% 15% 31% +9 −23
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Lost in Translation

Immigrants in NYC speak more than one hundred languages, making linguistic barriers 
crucial when considering their political incorporation. Though forty percent of our survey 
respondents noted language as an important barrier that would pose critical challenges to 
participating in PB, language barriers can manifest well before the first stage of the process. 
Language barriers can limit publicizing basic information about PB, such as that PB is occur-
ring in their neighborhood, its purposes, that immigrants are eligible to participate, the 
benefits their participation could bring for themselves and their communities, and how one 
can get involved in the process.

Lingually Appropriate and Well-Placed Outreach

Our survey findings overwhelmingly indicated that many individuals were simply unaware 
of what PB was or that it was happening in their communities. In response to the question, 
“Why have you not been involved in PB in the past?”, two-fifths of our survey sample admit-
ted, “I didn’t know about it.” One respondent said, “Nobody knows about PB, especially immi-
grants don’t know anything about PB.” Similarly, our interviews with canvassers confirmed 
language barriers posed significant challenges for them: “... This is New York City, you’re going 
to meet somebody who speaks a language you’ve never even heard of sometimes.”33 Another 
canvasser stated: “We just didn’t have the means to connect with them. Overall, we did not 
do a good job connecting with folks whose first language is not English.”34

In Cycle 4 (2014–2015) PB organizers advocated successfully for the city to expand funding 
for outreach, pushing the city to offer small grants to CBOs who could engage traditionally 
marginalized communities (immigrants, non-English speakers, youth, low-income, people 
of color). The intention of these grants was to increase efforts of targeting specific groups 
and geographic locations. For example, Community Voices Heard, a community group based 
in East Harlem, was contracted to target specific districts in the boroughs of Manhattan, the 
Bronx and Queens, and specific groups within those districts, namely public housing and 
Spanish-speaking residents. Canvassers were hired with the funds provided by the city and 
sent door-to-door throughout the communities. Canvassers, however, confronted other 
language related barriers along the way.

Although canvassers were often prepared with materials translated into additional lan-
guages deemed common amongst residents, there were problems regarding the quality of 
the translation in some cases. In reading through materials provided to community members 
in Bangla during the 2013–2014 cycle, a lead organizer of a South Asian immigrant-serving 
organization in Queens and proponent of PB, reported that the information was poorly 
translated, leaving community members confused about what PB was and how to get 
involved. He indicated that the lack of adequately translated materials can lead to feelings 
of alienation and deter individuals from getting involved.35

In addition, immigrant groups are not a monolithic block; differences in SES and English 
proficiency can affect engagement with PB. For example, in one district with a large pop-
ulation of educated higher-income Asian immigrants (Korean, Indian), city council staff 

33interview with canvasser on 19 June 2013, Queens, NY.
34interview with canvasser on 6 June 2013, Queens, NY.
35interview with staff member of immigrant serving cBo on 29 May 2014, Queens, NY.
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reported that translated materials were not necessary and were not widely used. However, 
according to canvassers, this made engaging lower income non-English speaking Asians 
(Chinese) harder and less effective. One solution a CBO staff member suggested would be 
to advertise extensively in the ethnic media in New York City, which is often the main 
source non-English speaking community members rely on for news and current events in 
their communities. In addition to producing greater awareness of PB among immigrant 
residents, he suggested that advertising in ethnic media would better ensure proper 
translation.

Interpretation at PB Events and Meetings

Making community members aware of PB is only part of language-related challenges. Once 
community members begin attending meetings, the challenge of communicating to a mul-
ti-lingual group presents additional difficulties. During meetings one needs to be able to 
understand what the organizers are saying and communicate with fellow community mem-
bers to come to resolutions about how to carry out the process. Some City Council districts 
have attempted to address these challenges by providing translated, written materials at 
meetings as well as interpretation services, with some even conducting entire meetings in 
Spanish or Chinese.36

Yet, absence of interpretation at many assemblies and meetings posed challenges. For 
LEP immigrants, such meetings can produce confusion, alienation, and a lack of a sense of 
belonging. Moreover, a staff member of another immigrant-serving organization said that 
non-English speaking members of her organization who had attended PB events felt 
excluded despite the presence of interpreters or interpretation devices. She elaborated,

If the meetings were conducted in Korean or Chinese, that’d be great. Or conducted in a location 
where our community feels comfortable going, that’d be great. But going to a location that is 
not extremely accessible, that you’ve never been to, knowing that you’re going to an English-
speaking workshop, is very daunting. Even if there is a translator, you will feel like you’re on the 
outside and you aren’t able to fully participate in a discussion. Especially because in the delegate 
meetings … when you break out into the delegate groups—the education, the transportation, 
the safety, the parks group—are language differences. Language acts as a very difficult hurdle 
to overcome in this process because so much of [PB] is about communication … .37

During our interviews, another immigrant-serving organization staff member talked through 
a number of possible scenarios to address language challenges. She suggested, for example, 
hosting multiple mono-lingual meetings, providing interpreters who could operate within 
small group discussions—but ultimately reported nothing seemed like the perfect solution. 
Mono-lingual meetings exclude other community members which would deter greater 
community building opportunities; holding small group discussions could lead to a sort of 
“ghettoization.” This represents a serious challenge to PB advocates to fulfill its goal of inclu-
sion, one that further research might help address.

36For cycle 4 (2014/2015), information was collected on 164 of the 179 neighborhood assemblies held citywide. eighteen 
districts (seventy-five percent) had language support for at least one assembly and nine assemblies (five percent) were 
held in a language other than english. with regards to budget delegate meetings, seven districts reported providing 
interpretation, and three reported providing translated materials (cDP of UJc).

37interview with staff member of immigrant serving cBo on 10 June 2013, Queens, NY.
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Resource Constraints

City Council district staff operate within constraints which can limit levels of outreach, trans-
lation, and interpretation services provided in PB and elsewhere. Limited budgets pose 
challenges even for councilmembers with a strong commitment to engage immigrants. 
Interviewees in District 23, for example, said lack of funds for targeted outreach was a chal-
lenge for immigrant engagement in general. Effective outreach requires funding to hire staff 
and to support the cost of outreach and translation activities. “It’s hard to take [resources for 
outreach] out of the office budget,” a staff member said. “I don’t have twelve to fourteen 
thousand dollars [to do a mailing to the whole district]. That’s not in our budget. So, in that 
sense, no, there’s no money.”38 He also stated funds for translation at meetings are not always 
made available by the City of New York. Financial limitations and onerous workloads also 
reinforce linguistic barriers, where staff is not bi-lingual.

Provision of additional financial support from the city to City Council members for these 
purposes would be necessary to overcome language barriers. As outlined earlier, research 
suggests such resources could increase diversity and equity in the pool of PB participants, 
particularly in the all-important neighborhood assemblies and budget delegate phases. 
Data examining PBNYC participation and language-support materials corroborates this 
suggestion.39

Work, Family, PB? Overcoming Time and Logistical Constraints

How does PB rank among other priorities in the lives of immigrant households, such as work 
and family responsibilities? If outreach to immigrant residents is successful and motivation 
is present, what else in immigrants’ lives presents challenges to participation in PB? In our 
research, immigrant’s time constraints loomed large, or framed another way, their commit-
ments to work and family can preclude the option to participate in PB. As one city council 
staff member framed it: “Language is only one challenge. Immigrants tend to be younger. 
A lot of them are working people, have families, you know, so it’s harder for them to find 
time to do something like this.”40

Like other low-income workers, immigrants tend to be located in low-wage and precarious 
work sectors, particularly those who are undocumented, and tend to work longer hours than 
native-born New Yorkers.41 In this vein, fifty percent of our survey sample indicated that the 
perceived time commitment required by PB made (or would make) participation in PB dif-
ficult. Nearly an equal share (44.7%) also indicated that family responsibilities would make 
it difficult; and in all but two of these cases, these were the same participants.42 Similarly, 
through her canvassing experience, one interviewee described how these constraints inter-
sect with PB’s schedule and ultimately limit participation:

38interview with city council staff member on 2 July 2013, Queens, NY.
39alexa Kasdan, erin Markman, and Pat convey, A People’s Budget: A Research and Evaluation Report on Participatory 

Budgeting in New York City (New York, NY: community Development Project, Urban Justice center, 2015).
40interview with city council staff member on 2 July 2013, Queens, NY.
41immanuel Ness, Immigrants, Unions, and the New U.S. Labor Market (Philadelphia, Pa: temple University Press, 2005); 

thomas DiNapoli, “the Role of immigrants in the NYc economy,” Office of the State Comptroller, Report 8–2014 (November 
2013), available online at: https://www.osc.state.ny.us/reports/immigration/NYc_immigration_Rpt_8-2014.pdf

42author’s survey conducted during Fall 2015, as described above (“wave 3” of our data collection).

https://www.osc.state.ny.us/reports/immigration/NYC_Immigration_Rpt_8-2014.pdf
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Meetings were typically during the week from like seven to nine at a school, or at the office of 
the councilmember. And it wouldn’t work out for [immigrants] because they have work. And if 
they weren’t at work they have to take care of their children at home and make dinner. … They 
said maybe if it were on the weekend they would probably try to make it. That was a barrier—
them working or taking care of the house. Especially working. People work seven days a week. 
Always working.43

Similarly, another important subset of our survey sample, college students (n = 16), discussed 
their multiple commitments, which included being a full-time college student, working, and 
helping out with family responsibilities that combine to limit their capacity to participate. 
Thus, time and life constraints help explain why we see higher rates of participation among 
immigrants at the voting phase—the simplest and fastest phase of the process—but lower 
rates in the more deliberative neighborhood assemblies and budget delegate meetings, 
which require a greater time commitment not always available to them.

Proximity and Accessibility

Another issue that intersects with socioeconomic status is proximity and accessibility to 
meeting sites. Interviewees discussed how inadequate public transportation in the district 
caused increased commute times, making it more difficult for working immigrant families 
to attend PB evening meetings. A city council staff member said: “If you finish [work] at 5 or 
6 o’clock, by the time you get back to here it’s like 7 or 8 o’clock. It’s like you’re going to a 
meeting? It’s kind of a lot to ask people.”44

To mitigate these barriers, PB organizers and some councilmembers have held meetings 
and voting in centrally located areas where immigrants frequent in their daily routines. For 
example, in several districts, voting was held in libraries and schools and at various times 
during the day and the week. Others, like in District 38, have employed mobile voting sites, 
including setting up tables throughout the neighborhood. According to staff in District 38, 
this attempt to bring PB to the people also contributed to their higher voting rates.45

Logistical Support and Resource Constraints

Additionally, some PBNYC organizations and City Council members have provided PB par-
ticipants with metrocards, childcare, and/or food at meetings.46 Our survey respondents said 
such supports “would all help” in making it possible for immigrants to participate in PB. 
Although these supports alone would not ameliorate all barriers, they would enable greater 
opportunities to participate for many low-income community members. The actual provision 
of such supports, however, has been quite limited. Similar to providing translation and inter-
pretation services, the financial constraints of City Council districts inhibit or limit the pro-
vision of these supports. Still, some community-based organizations have attempted to 
compensate for this lack of support. For example, one CBO held informational sessions about 
PB at their sites in Brooklyn and Queens to low-income non-English speaking Latinos. The 

43interview with canvasser on 17 September 2014, Queens, NY.
44interview with city council staff member on 2 July 2013, Queens, NY.
45information extracted from data collected by cDP and from staff members in District 38.
46according to cDP data, seventy-seven or forty-seven percent of all neighborhood assemblies spanning seventeen districts 

offered food and eight or five percent spanning three districts offered childcare. During budget delegate orientations, 
fourteen districts reported providing food, two reported providing childcare, and two reported providing metrocards.
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sessions were held in Spanish, and the CBO provided transportation, food, and childcare. 
According to staff of that CBO, all of these supports increased their members’ pathways to 
participation in PB. Though there is no cross-district, comprehensive data confirming this 
as a tendency, the case is suggestive. A related issue, however, is that given divergent CBO 
missions and resource constraints not every City Council district has similarly situated local 
partners willing and able to accommodate immigrants. The point to be emphasized is that 
this research underscores the barriers that the material limitations of immigrants’ everyday 
lives pose to their participation in PB and other arenas.

Creating Safe Spaces

Another important concern specific to immigrant communities is the reality that some are 
undocumented. Even with effective efforts to mitigate language barriers and address the 
imposition of everyday constraints, fear often remains an obstacle. Interviewees described 
fear of releasing personal information and participating in something “official.” A canvasser 
in districts 31 and 32 stated: “I think if people were able to go to school and go to work much 
more freely without the fear of being deported, I think if they had that security, they would 
be more ready to come and vote.”47

To allay such anxieties, several councilmembers sent clear messages to undocumented 
residents to reinforce their confidentiality and safety in PB. Moreover, some councilmembers 
also explicitly sought to affirm the value of immigrant participation in PB. For example, one 
immigrant we interviewed said her Councilmember’s “commitment to including immigrants 
in the process was very clear,” which encouraged her to get more involved in the PB process, 
eventually becoming a budget delegate.48 In districts where councilmembers had a strong 
record of advocating for immigrant communities, their support behind the process validated 
it for many immigrants. In District 39 for example, two canvassers partially attributed PB’s 
success with the Bangladeshi community to their councilmember validating it, as a repre-
sentative who had consistently advocated for this population, citing for example, his efforts 
to combat NYPD surveillance of Muslims and his appearances at mosques.

Similarly, immigrant-serving CBOs can act as trusted intermediaries, bridging immigrants 
to other neighborhood residents and to government officials. In fact, several immigrant 
organizations we interviewed hosted PB informational events in their offices and conducted 
outreach to their members, which they say helped overcome both wariness and language 
barriers. Holding meetings in their own language, in a space they feel familiar with and 
affirmed by, with staff skilled and motivated to work with immigrant members, can produce 
a highly effective dynamic that promotes immigrant civic engagement.49

The Promise of PB

Beyond linguistic and logistical challenges of immigrants’ lives, there are less tangible ques-
tions to consider; namely, what is the meaning of participation in PB for immigrant commu-
nity members? How will their participation impact their everyday lives, and how does the 

47interview with canvasser on 17 September 2014, Queens, NY.
48interview with budget delegate, 3 June 2015. Manhattan, NY.
49Janelle wong, Democracy’s Promise; Jane Mcalevey, “the High-touch Model,” pp. 173–189.
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potential to do so affect their decisions around participation? Why participate in PB? Though 
a more systematic analysis is needed, our study yielded anecdotal evidence that suggests 
that when immigrants feel their participation is meaningful in—or can have positive effects 
for—their everyday lives, they are more apt to prioritize time for participation, or find ways 
of working through myriad barriers.

Consider the following example in District 39 in Windsor Terrace/Kensington, Brooklyn. 
A significant portion of this community rallied behind a project proposal to build a Shaheed 
Minar, or a “Mother Language Monument,” in a local park during the first PB cycle in 2011–
2012. The monument, similar to the one in Dhaka, would represent an acknowledgment of 
“International Mother Language Day” (February 21). Of great significance to Bangladeshis 
and the diaspora, this day honors Bangladeshis’ struggle for Bengali language recognition 
and is associated with their national independence from Pakistan. The project was spear-
headed by local Bangladeshi community leaders and organizations and they were able to 
galvanize the support of community members to campaign and vote. Anecdotal evidence 
places their participation in that cycle above their percentage of their overall district popu-
lation. Interviewees describe the project as a strong motivation undergirding the large 
Bangladeshi participation. Although the Mother Language Monument project did not ulti-
mately receive enough votes to win PB funding, the local City Councilmember took notice 
of this surge in participation and the monument’s importance to the community and com-
mitted himself to find alternative funding for the project.50

The Bangladeshi example in District 39 evinces two important points about the meaning 
of PB for immigrant communities. First, it suggests that when a project holds meaning for 
an immigrant community, they are more apt to get involved. In this particular example, it 
galvanized the community to mobilize not only voters, but community organizations and 
leaders to help design the project and disseminate information about it. In our surveys, other 
immigrant community members discussed particular projects that would improve the infra-
structure and services for their community. For example, one resident stated:

“… if something like a new playground wins, we give our children somewhere where they are 
free to play with other kids and brings happiness to the [immigrant] community … better schools 
will give our kids the attention that they need, and keep them interested.”51

Although we can only rely on anecdotal evidence, in the District 39 example, canvassers and 
community leaders described witnessing participation by undocumented individuals. “... 
They came to vote,” recounted an organizer about undocumented community members he 
had spoken to about PB. “So [PB] encourages people to vote. And they seem very happy. Of 
course, because ‘I am undocumented I cannot vote, but now I can vote.’”52 This participation 
may not be representative of all immigrants’ experience with PB, but it is a remarkable exam-
ple of an empowering advancement for a subpopulation that is almost always excluded 
from avenues of representation and decision-making. With the mobilization around the 
Language Monument, Bangladeshis expressed desire to be a part of the development of 
their community. In this vein, publicizing local achievements of PB might also act as an 

50Diana tamashiro Folla, Voice, Participation, and Empowerment: Immigrant Involvement in Participatory Budgeting in 
New York (Unpublished Senior thesis, ithaca, NY: cornell University, 2014). (on file); New York city councilmember Brad 
lander, “and the winning projects are ….” (2 april 2016), available online at: http://bradlander.nyc/blog/2012/04/02/and-
the-winning-projects-are (accessed october 6, 2016).

51Survey respondent, 14 october 2015, Brooklyn, NY.
52interview with budge delegate and community leader on 12 July 2013, Brooklyn, NY.

http://bradlander.nyc/blog/2012/04/02/and-the-winning-projects-are
http://bradlander.nyc/blog/2012/04/02/and-the-winning-projects-are
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outreach tool, mobilizing community members to get involved, and over time, we may see 
the development of a more inclusive version of PBNYC.

The second noteworthy point in the above example is that even though the project was 
not awarded PB funds, it still drew the councilmember’s attention, who consequently com-
mitted to funding it through different means. This suggests that PB may be effective at 
bringing visibility to the needs and desires of historically marginalized groups such as immi-
grants. In turn, it enhances the likelihood that these needs will be considered when local 
officials are making decisions around community or local policy development. Survey par-
ticipants raised similar points, one describing PB as a vehicle for raising their voices: “When 
a community and its members participate in PB, the government can know more about 
people’s actual thoughts and needs in life. This can lead to more supportive citizens.”53 In 
sum, and in congruence with other literature, when community members feel heard, they 
are more likely to mobilize in the future, and to encourage others to do so as well. In these 
ways, PB can serve as a useful entry point for immigrants to begin to participate meaningfully 
and to feel heard in their communities.54

Conclusion

Our study attempts to illuminate the complexity involved in fulfilling the inclusive aims of 
PB as they pertain to immigrant community members in NYC. Our analysis identifies factors 
that can impede participation by immigrants, including language barriers, SES constraints, 
and fear of exposure related to immigration status. We also point to emotional effects of 
these barriers, which essentially send an exclusionary message. Although PB organizers are 
largely aware of these barriers, addressing them is not straightforward, particularly given 
their financial limits and those of council offices and community-based organizations. Our 
study shows how traditional structural barriers to participation, which also affect other mar-
ginalized groups, are compounded for immigrants by limited English language proficiency, 
citizenship and legal status, and cultural factors specific to immigrant groups. Constraints 
imposed by work and family responsibilities are made worse for immigrants in multiple 
ways, such as when outreach is not conducted in appropriate languages and when meetings 
are not linguistically and culturally accessible, which can instead create disincentives and 
discourage immigrants. For immigrants who are undocumented, attending a meeting or 
participating in a government-sponsored or public event can expose them to detention or 
deportation. Conversely, holding meetings in languages immigrant residents speak makes 
meetings accessible and inviting, as well as when meetings are held by trusted community 
organizations in “safe spaces”; when outreach is conducted in multiple languages and cul-
turally sensitive ways; and when immigrant community leaders and members engage their 
neighbors in schools, libraries, parks, public plazas, transit hubs, and community gardens. 
Such provisions and practices help immigrants overcome traditional structural barriers that 
can be compounded for immigrants, as well as overcome barriers unique to them.

In addition to logistical barriers, we also attempt to highlight another underlying chal-
lenge: the extent to which PB can and does address the broader material needs of immigrant 

53Survey respondent, 14 october 2015, Brooklyn, NY.
54Michael Jones-correa, Between Two Nations: The Political Predicament of Latinos in New York City (ithaca, NY: cornell 

University Press, 1998); Karthick Ramakrishnan, Democracy in Immigrant America; Janelle wong, Democracy’s Promise.
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community members. Though greater and more systematic research is needed to investigate 
this point further, in general, we suggest that if PB can positively impact the everyday lives 
of immigrant community members, greater immigrant mobilization is likely.

PB provides a significant new civic engagement opportunity for foreign-born residents. 
Although the level of immigrant engagement in PB is still less than their total proportion in 
the population, immigrants in many districts do participate at significant rates and express 
enthusiasm about such opportunities. PB provides a means for immigrants to engage mean-
ingfully with each other, different neighborhood groups, and government, and to exercise 
genuine decision-making power over issues impacting themselves and their communities. 
If expanded and deepened with careful design and conscientious implementation, PB holds 
great potential to further engage marginalized groups and forge pathways toward greater 
immigrant participation and incorporation.

In the short term, PB has implications for other immigrant friendly initiatives in New York 
and elsewhere. For example, a recently established law in New York City provides for an 
“Identity Card” (a form of municipal ID), which can be obtained by anyone regardless of 
citizenship status.55 This will expand opportunities for undocumented immigrants and oth-
ers, who need a government-issued ID to pursue housing, banking, job applications and 
more. This new ID card could and should also serve as a viable form of voting ID for future 
PBNYC cycles.

PB has relevance for another New York City initiative: a proposed bill would extend voting 
rights to lawfully-present non-citizen residents in municipal elections. Backed by a majority 
of the New York City Council and the Coalition to Expand Voting Rights, this legislation would 
allow an estimated 1.3 million immigrants in the city to vote for all municipal offices.56 The 
bill would also allow immigrants to run for office, which together with an increase in voting 
by immigrants, could affect not only electoral outcomes and the ethnic and racial compo-
sition of municipal offices but also public policy outcomes in New York City. With these 
considerations in mind, further research into PB and immigrant participation can shed light 
on ways to build a more robust, inclusive, and substantive participatory democracy capable 
of empowering marginalized communities and dismantling current power structures.
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