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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Background

Commissioned by Houston Endowment, this study examines the state of civic health in Greater 
Houston (the Houston MSA) to better understand civic attitudes and behaviors as well as political 
participation. The objective of this report is to frame discussions with community leaders and local 
stakeholders about how to address and improve specific indicators of Greater Houston’s civic health; 
this report does not offer specific policy recommendations.

Data Sources

This study primarily uses three sources of data. The first is survey results from the Census Bureau’s 
Current Population Survey (CPS), aggregated to the level of Greater Houston and demographically 
weighted by the National Conference on Citizenship (NCoC). This data is pooled to create a three-
year sample, except for questions on voting and registration and for ranking different metro areas, 
which are based on single-year samples. The second is the Kinder Houston Area Survey (KHAS), an 
annual survey of Harris County residents. The third source is election results from the Harris County 
Clerk’s office and the Texas Secretary of State, which have been collected and processed by the 
Center for Local Elections in American Politics (LEAP). 

Key Findings

 ■  Greater Houston residents are about 12 percentage points less likely to trust all or 
most of their neighbors than the average American. Greater Houston ranks towards the 
bottom on this indicator compared to other large metro areas (42nd out of 50).

 ■  Greater Houston residents are about 4 percentage points less likely to volunteer than 
the average American. Greater Houston ranks towards the bottom on this indicator 
compared to other large metro areas (46th out of 50).

 ■  Residents of the region struggle to discuss politics with their families as well as 
communicate with elected officials.

 ■  Greater Houston has had difficulty incorporating naturalized citizens into political life. 
Naturalized citizens are about 7 percentage points less likely to be registered to vote 
than native-born citizens, and 12 percentage points less likely to frequently discuss 
politics with friends and family.

 ■  Despite the large shares of Hispanic residents throughout the region, people with 
Hispanic surnames are underrepresented in the Harris County electorate, candidate 
pool, and as a share of local elected officials.

 ■  Women are underrepresented in the Harris County candidate pool, and as a share of 
local elected officials.

This study examines the 
state of civic health 
in Greater Houston to 
better understand civic 
attitudes and behaviors 
as well as political 
participation.
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INTRODUCTION
In 1840 the City of Houston adopted its official seal, which prominently features a train, even though 
the railroad would not reach Houston for over ten more years.1 This forward-looking spirit and fortunate 
geography has helped Houston and the surrounding area to become one of the most economically 
productive regions in the nation. In fact, only 21 nations, not including the United States, have an 
annual economic output greater than that of the Houston metropolitan area, the nine-county region 
hereafter referred to as Greater Houston.2 This massive economic output has attracted many non-native 
Houstonians to move to the area in the hopes of finding better jobs and better lives. As a result, Houston 
is now the nation’s fourth largest city. This same migration has contributed to Greater Houston’s diversity. 
Indeed, as of 2010, Greater Houston narrowly edged out New York City as the nation’s most racially/
ethnically diverse metro area.3 In addition, Fort Bend County, which lies squarely in Greater Houston, is 
the most diverse county in the United States.4 

Although much has been written about Greater Houston’s tremendous growth and diversity, less is known 
about its civic and political development. This report aims to fill that gap by assessing the civic health of 
Greater Houston. Civic health is best defined as “…the way that communities are organized to define and 
address public problems. Communities with strong indicators of civic health have higher employment 
rates, stronger schools, better physical health, and more responsive governments.”5 In general, the 
more civically healthy a community is, the better able its residents are to come together to address its 
problems.  Civic health can be thought of as having three parts: social connectedness, civic involvement, 
and political participation. Social connectedness involves the relationships individuals have with other 
members of their community. From informally socializing with neighbors to helping community members 
in times of need, social connectedness builds trust, networks and social capital. Civic involvement, 
such as volunteerism or charitable giving, are non-political forms of engagement that often bring people 
and groups together in more formal and regular contact. The third dimension of civic health is political 
participation—from voting in elections to running for office, the cornerstone of democracy is citizens’ 
active participation in the electoral process. This study examines all three dimensions of civic health to 
form a holistic view of the social, civic, and political fabric of Greater Houston. 

This study finds that despite Greater Houston’s economic and cultural vibrancy, it tends to lag behind 
other large metro areas in terms of civic health. For example, based on 21 indicators of civic health 
compiled by NCoC, Greater Houston ranks on average 36th out of the 50 largest metropolitan areas in 
the country. Furthermore, social connectedness, civic involvement, and political participation all tend 
to be lower for traditionally marginalized populations, including non-white residents, less educated 
residents, and the foreign-born, compared to more advantaged groups such as those who are Anglo 
(non-Hispanic white), better educated residents, and native-born citizens. Greater Houston’s struggle to 
ensure that all residents can access educational and economic opportunity reflects this disparity. While 
the region’s economic growth and racial and ethnic diversity offer much to build from, Greater Houston 
continues to grapple with its history of racial segregation and discrimination, the growing concentrations 
of poverty, and the challenge to ensure that all residents can meaningfully participate in civic life.

Although much has 
been written about 
Greater Houston’s 
tremendous growth and 
diversity, less is known 
about its civic and 
political development.

Photo by Jonnu SIngleton, SWA Group. Courtesy of Buffalo Bayou Partnership.
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Data Sources

The survey data primarily comes from various studies of the Current Population Survey (CPS), aggregated 
to Greater Houston and demographically weighted to representative population demographics by 
NCoC.6 The surveys are useful in determining social connectedness, civic involvement, and informal 
political activities. Examples of the latter include communicating with elected officials or talking about 
politics with friends or neighbors. The CPS data is available for both the most recent survey year, 
which is between 2013 and 2016, depending on the study in question, and as a pooled sample of 
respondents from the three most recent surveys. This study generally relies on the pooled three-year 
estimates, since the larger number of respondents means a smaller margin of error. However, the 
rankings of metro areas are based on the one-year sample.7 Turnout and voter registration questions 
from the CPS are also based on single-year samples.8 The CPS data is supplemented by data from the 
Kinder Houston Area Survey (KHAS), an annual survey of Harris County residents conducted by the 
Kinder Institute for Urban Research.

The second data source includes official election returns, candidate characteristics, and registration 
statistics collected and aggregated by LEAP. These data are collected from numerous sources, most 
notably the Harris County Clerk’s office and the Texas Secretary of State. All data collected by LEAP 
are aggregated either to the City of Houston or to Harris County. The LEAP data cover elections held in 
Harris County between 2004 and 2016.9  

Source: Greater Houston Partnership (2017). “Houston 
Metropolitan Statistical Area Profile.” See: http://
www.houston.org/newgen/02_Geography/02C%20
W001%20Houston%20Area%20Profile.pdf 

Figure 1. Map of Greater Houston

According to the 
2012-2016 American 
Community Survey, 
Greater Houston had 
a population of about 
6.5 million people. 
That population is 
about 38% Anglo (non-
Hispanic white), 17% 
African-American, 7% 
Asian, and about 36% 
Hispanic.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 
ACS, prepared by Social Explorer.”
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SOCIAL CONNECTEDNESS: Trust & Neighborliness
Trust in others is a key feature of civic health. Research suggests that those who are trustful 
are more apt to work with others to solve community problems and are likely to be more civically 
engaged.10 Trust in general has been declining in the United States, and as of 2010 to 2013, 
only 56 percent of Americans reported that they trust all or most of their neighbors.11 The rate 
in Greater Houston does not compare favorably to the national rate. As can be seen in Figure 
2, just over two in five Greater Houston residents trust most or all of their neighbors. This is 12 
percentage points below the national average, and slightly lower than the Texas average. Among 
large metropolitan areas, Greater Houston also ranks close to the bottom, at 42nd out of 50. 

12.7%

8.5%

36.0%

42.8%

Trust some neighbors           Trust most neighbors           Trust all neighbors            No Trust

Why is trust lower in Greater Houston than in the nation as a whole? Inequality suggests itself 
as a possible explanation; while Greater Houston’s median household income is actually about 
$5,500 higher than the national average, the region does suffer from income inequality.12  
According to a 2012 Pew study, Greater Houston is the most segregated by income of any of 
the 10 largest metro areas in the U.S., and is the second most segregated by income among the 
30 largest metro areas in the U.S.13 Furthermore, a 2012 Brookings Institute study found that 
the City of Houston itself was the 11th most unequal of the 50 largest cities in the U.S.14 This is 
problematic for civic health. Income inequality tends to lead to distrust, due in large part to two 
factors – greater pessimism about the future in unequal economies, and a lack of a sense of 
“common fate” among people of different socioeconomic status.15  

70%

60%

55%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Figure 3. Greater Houston Residents Who Trust Most or All Neighbors, by Race

Anglo

33.2

Black Hispanic

29.0

59.1

Figure 2. Trust in Neighbors in Greater Houston 
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CPS data also indicate that trust varies greatly by race/ethnicity (Figure 3). About three in 
five Anglo residents in Greater Houston trust all or most of their neighbors, compared to 
one-third of Hispanic and African American residents. This may be a legacy of historic and 
contemporary discrimination suffered by those groups.16 Similarly, discrimination has led to 
unequal opportunities for marginalized groups, which may explain low levels of trust. Long-term 
impoverished neighborhoods in Harris County tend to have predominantly Hispanic or African 
American populations, and those living in impoverished communities tend to be less trusting.17 

Some research suggests racial diversity promotes distrust, though the effects are somewhat 
nuanced.18  However, there is little evidence of widespread racial discomfort in Harris County 
(Figure 4). While there is no available data for Greater Houston as a whole, according to the 
2012 Kinder Houston Area Survey (KHAS), just 12% of Harris County residents say they are 
uncomfortable around neighbors of a different race.19 Furthermore, a 2017 Kinder Institute study 
found that Houstonians of all races generally think that relations among the area’s largest racial/
ethnic groups have improved over time.20 

Greater Houston’s residents may tend to distrust their neighbors, but do they interact with them? 
The evidence is mixed. About 42% of Greater Houston residents report talking to their neighbors 
frequently.21 This is less than one percentage point lower than the national average, but places 
Greater Houston at 33rd out of the 50 largest metro areas. Conversely, about one-fifth (18%) of 
Greater Houston’s residents never talk with their neighbors, which is about two points greater 
than the national average (16%). About 15% of Greater Houston residents report frequently doing 
favors for neighbors, a figure that is slightly higher than the national average (about 14%), making 
Greater Houston 10th out of the 50 largest metro areas. 

Uncomfortable around neighbors of a different race              Ambivalent                                     
Comfortable around neighbors of a different race          

68%12%

20%

Figure 4. Racial Discomfort in Harris County
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CIVIC INVOLVEMENT 
Social connectedness, as measured by trust, is relatively low in Houston. Does this carry over 
into more demanding forms of civic engagement? This section assesses the degree to which 
Greater Houston residents are civically involved, based on three key indicators: giving to charity, 
volunteering, and participation in formal groups, such as parent-teacher associations or service 
organizations such as the Rotary Club. Greater Houston tends to perform better on these indicators 
than on measures of social connectedness, but as will be seen, there are shortcomings.  

Roughly half (49.5%) of Greater Houston’s residents report donating at least $25 to charity 
annually (see Figure 5). This is only half a point lower than the national average (50%), but places 
Greater Houston at 36th out of the 50 largest metro areas. It should be noted that distrust and 
economic inequality, both of which are relatively high in Greater Houston, have been linked by 
scholars to lower levels of generosity.22

Rates of volunteerism also seem to lag in Greater Houston (Figure 6). Per the CPS, just over 
one-fifth of Greater Houston residents report volunteering through an organization each year, 
which is about four percentage points lower than the national average, putting the region at 
46th out of the 50 largest metro areas. Similarly, about 5% of Greater Houston’s residents report 
working with their neighbors to improve something in their neighborhood, about 2.5 percentage 
points lower than the national average. 

50.5%49.5%

Yes                                             No

Figure 5. Annual Charitable Giving of $25 or More in Greater Houston

Did not volunteer in the past year            Did volunteer in the past year

79.1%

20.9%

Figure 6. Volunteerism in Greater Houston 
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A key question is how the events of Hurricane Harvey will influence volunteerism in Greater Houston 
going forward. During the height of the floods, many Houstonians and good Samaritans from 
outside the region rescued residents from their flooded homes. After the flood waters receded, 
many residents gave money and material goods, and volunteered time, to help flood victims. 

Good data on volunteerism post-Harvey is not yet available, but the rates of volunteerism and 
charitable giving will no doubt be higher in 2017 than previous years. However, caution is advised 
when considering what Hurricane Harvey means for the future of civic health in Houston. Those 
who volunteer during disasters, but not during ‘normal’ times, tend to have different profiles than 
habitual volunteers,23 so while volunteerism may increase in the short term it may revert to normal 
over the long term.

As can be seen in Figure 7, about one in three Greater Houston residents participates in an 
organized group. This is about two percentage points lower than the national average, though 
this places the region just inside the upper half of large metro areas, at 24th out of 50. 
Greater Houston’s residents are comparatively more active in religious institutions and sports 
organizations compared to other large metros at 15th and 14th out of 50, respectively, but in 
each case, participation rates are less than one percentage point off from the national average.24

45%
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35%
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25%

20%
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10%
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Figure 7. Percent of Greater Houston Residents Who Participate in a Group, by Type 
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The most basic and least costly form of political participation is simply talking about politics. Some 
scholars argue that high-quality political discussion between those with different views, or deliberation, 
can promote mutual understanding, tolerance, and political arguments based around the good of the 
community rather than the interest of specific groups; however the evidence for these hypotheses 
is decidedly mixed.25 Even so, political discussion is important for informing citizens about politics 
and for shaping their political views.26 The informational benefits of political discussion can also lead 
to higher levels of voting, since lack of information about candidates and issues is a widely cited 
reason for abstaining from voting.27   However, just under a quarter of Greater Houston residents report 
frequently discussing politics with their family or friends, about four percentage points lower than the 
national average (see Figure 8). Further, just over a third say that they never discuss politics with family 
or friends, which is about 5% higher than the national average. Compared to other large metro areas, 
this puts Greater Houston toward the bottom (43rd out of 50).

Never            Infrequently            Frequently               

40.6%

35.9%

23.5%

Figure 8. Political Discussion with Friends/Family in Greater Houston
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Figure 9. Percent of Greater Houston Residents who Frequently Discuss Politics, by Demographic
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POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
Civic involvement can promote civic health; volunteering, giving to charity, and participation in groups 
are all ways that individuals can contribute to improving their community. However, political action 
is often necessary to promote more systemic, long-term change. This section examines the degree 
to which Houstonians are politically engaged, by first examining non-electoral forms of political 
participation, and then voter registration and voter turnout. Finally, this section also examines a 
particularly intensive form of political participation: running for office.

Non-Electoral Participation
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A nationwide poll taken before Thanksgiving 2017 showed three-fifths of Americans considered politics 
one of their least favorite topics of conversation, and about a third planned to deliberately avoid political 
conversations during the holiday.28 This is unfortunate but understandable, since politics can be a 
contentious topic.  Still, why is Greater Houston’s rate so low compared to the nation? Figure 9 clearly 
shows that younger and less educated Greater Houston residents discuss politics less frequently 
than their older and/or better educated counterparts, which is consistent with national findings.29 
Particularly striking is how much political discussion varies by citizenship status. According to the CPS, 
about a quarter of native-born residents reported frequently discussing politics, which is comparable 
to the overall national rate.30 However, the rate of political discussion among non-citizens is about 
half that. The rate among naturalized citizens is only slightly higher than the rate among non-citizens, 
suggesting that immigrants are not becoming more politically engaged after citizenship is conferred. 
This may help explain Greater Houston’s low levels of political discussion; about 23% of the area’s 
population is foreign-born, compared to a national average of about 13%.31 This finding is in keeping 
with studies that have found that immigrants are generally less engaged in political life; commonly 
cited reasons for this phenomenon include a lack of appealing candidates, poor outreach to immigrant 
communities, and underfunded English as a Second Language programs.32 The reader should note 
that undocumented immigrants are probably underrepresented in the CPS’s non-citizen sample. While 
the CPS does not actually ask non-citizens about their immigration status, undocumented immigrants 
are understandably reluctant to answer official government surveys.33

If residents do not talk to their friends and family about politics, do they contact public officials? 
Residents can contact officials to express their opinion on an issue or simply to bring a specific 
problem, such as a pothole, to their attention. However, just over one in 20 area residents contact a 
public official at least once every year (Figure 10). This is about five percentage points lower than the 
national average and puts the region in last place among the 50 largest metro areas. While Texas as a 
whole performs poorly on this indicator, ranking 49th out of the 50 states and D.C., being in Texas does 
not guarantee a low rate. The metro area where residents are most likely to contact public officials is 
Austin.

It is possible that Greater Houston’s residents do not feel connected with their government. For 
example, in 2014 KHAS found that three-fifths of Harris County respondents believed that their local 
government was more concerned with the interests of business and commerce than the welfare 
of ordinary residents. Such individuals may feel that contacting a public official is not worth their 
time. Residents may also not know where their services come from. Most services within the City of 
Houston are provided by the city government, but in other parts of the region services are provided by 
a myriad of special districts, most notably municipal utility districts, commonly referred to as MUDs. In 
unincorporated parts of Greater Houston, it is not uncommon for residents to receive services and pay 
property tax to multiple special districts, such that they are often unsure where exactly their services 
come from.34 For instance, members of the board of directors of a MUD are not required to live in the 
district, and often hold their meetings outside the district.35 The complexity of local government in 
Greater Houston may explain why residents tend not to contact public officials. 

15%
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Figure 10. Percent Who Annually Contact a Public Official, by Location
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Do those who are registered vote? Per the Harris County Clerk’s Office, the turnout rate among 
registered voters in presidential elections hovered around 60% from 2004 to 2016, versus 
30-40% in midterm years (Figure 11).42 This is typical of the turnout rate in Texas among registered 
voters. In contrast, in 2016, a presidential election year, an estimated 65.5% of registered voters 
in the U.S. actually voted.43 

The voter turnout rate in Houston mayoral elections is far lower; per the Harris County Clerk’s 
Office the turnout rate among registered Houstonians in November elections from 2005 to 2013 
fluctuated in the mid-to-high teens.44 The  2015 mayoral election did see higher turnout; just over 
a quarter of registered Houstonians voted in the November election, with slightly lower turnout 
in the runoff.45 Houston’s city elections are off-cycle, meaning they are not held at the same 
time as national and state elections. This may contribute to low turnout; a study of turnout in 
California mayoral elections suggests that turnout is about 22% higher when elections are held 
simultaneously with the presidential election, versus when they are off-cycle.46 

Voter Participation

The most obvious form of political participation is voting. This section examines the degree to 
which the people of Greater Houston and Harris County participated in both national, including 
presidential and midterm, and local elections from 2004 to 2016. 

The first step to voting in American elections is registering to vote. On one hand, the registration 
form in Texas is only one page long, and is available in four languages (English, Spanish, 
Vietnamese, and Mandarin Chinese).36 Although filling out the form is not difficult, would-be 
voters must register at least 30 days prior to a particular election to be eligible to vote in that 
election.37 People who are eligible to register may not think about it in time; later deadlines and 
especially same-day voter registration tend to increase the number of citizens who actually 
vote.38 Furthermore, although it is currently being litigated, Texas has a voter I.D. law, and recent 
research suggests that voter I.D. laws discourage people from attempting to register and lead to 
lower overall voter turnout.39 In 2010, an estimated 83% of voting-age citizens in Harris County 
were registered to vote, nearly identical to the estimated Texas rate (about 84%).40 Therefore, at 
minimum, just under one in five voting-age citizens in Harris County are not registered.41 
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Figure 11.  Turnout Among Registered Voters in November Elections, 2004-2016

 National (Even Years)           Houston Mayoral (Odd Years)
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Elected officials tend to be more responsive to the demands of voters than non-voters, making it 
problematic if the electorate is not representative of the overall population.47 Electoral participation 
is hardly even among all demographics in the Houston area (Figure 12). Per the CPS, in 2016 less 
educated citizens were far less likely to be registered than their better educated counterparts; the 
registration rate among those with only a High School diploma is about 24 percentage points lower 
than the rate among those with a Bachelors’ degree. In line with national trends, Hispanic residents 
are less likely to be registered to vote than those of other demographics. Those who self-identify as 
Hispanic are 16-18 percentage points less likely to be registered to vote than those who self-identify 
as white or black.48 It should be noted that due to the structure of the data on this particular question, 
the registration rates for whites and blacks include those of Hispanic ethnicity who also self-identify 
as one of those races (those respondents are also included when calculating the Hispanic registration 
rate). Given the low registration rate among Hispanic citizens, the rate among solely non-Hispanic 
white citizens is likely considerably higher. Furthermore, just as naturalized U.S. citizens are less likely 
to talk politics compared to native-born citizens, they are also less likely to be registered to vote by 
about seven percentage points.

Hispanic residents are now a plurality in Harris County, with 41% of residents reporting being of 
Hispanic origin in 2010.49 However, data indicate that this large and fast-growing population is not fully 
represented in the electorate. As can be seen in Figure 13, the turnout rate among Hispanic surnamed 
voters in Harris County is consistently lower than the overall turnout (i.e. among all registered voters).50 
The gap narrowed in 2016, with turnout among Hispanics only about eight points lower than the overall 
turnout rate in Harris County. 

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Figure 12. Percent of Citizens in Greater Houston who are Registered to Vote, by Demographic

62.2

Nat
ur

ali
ze

d c
itiz

en

 Citizenship Status           Race/Ethnicity           Educational Attainment

69.3 70.4
75.3

68.0

59.6

52.3

84.2

Nat
ive

-bor
n c

itiz
en

Blac
k

Hisp
an

ic

Whit
e

Som
e c

oll
eg

e
Bac

he
lor

’s 
+

High
 sc

ho
ol 

dip
lom

a

A 1983 Texas Law 
requires both public 
and private high 
schools to provide 
voter registration forms 
to seniors. However, 
the Texas Civil Rights 
Project has found that 
only 14% of public 
high schools statewide 
complied. In Harris 
County, the number 
of voter registration 
forms requested in 2016 
by local high schools 
covered less than 10% 
of high school seniors.
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Figure 13. Participation of Hispanic Surnamed Voters in Harris County, 2014-2016
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generation-voters/
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The way local residents vote has changed dramatically over the past decade. In November 2004, 
38% of Harris County voters cast their ballot for president early, whereas in November 2016, two-
thirds of Harris County voters did so (Figure 14). Early voting tends to be lower in gubernatorial 
and Houston mayoral elections than presidential elections.51 This may be because overall turnout 
for midterm and local elections tends to be lower, so voters see less need to vote early to avoid 
long lines. Early voting may also be tied to voter enthusiasm; about 3.9% of all Harris County 
registered voters cast their ballot early either at an early voting center or by mail in the 2018 March 
Democratic Primary, versus only 1.5% in 2014.52 That said, while early voting has increased, the 
overall turnout rate in Harris County and Houston has not. This is in keeping with recent academic 
research, which has not found strong evidence that early voting increases turnout.53  

Electoral Participation: Running for Office

Running for office is a highly intensive form of political participation. This section examines two 
important questions. The first is who runs for and holds local office, concentrating on Hispanics 
and women. The second question is whether anyone runs for office; that is, the extent to which 
elections in the Houston area are contested. As previously noted, Hispanic people are a plurality 
of residents in Harris County but are underrepresented in the electorate; is the same true of 
candidates and office-holders? Women, on the other hand, face special challenges when running 
for office; how do they fare in Houston? The data on candidates is for City of Houston and Harris 
County offices from 2004 to 2016, whereas the data on current officeholders is from 2017, and 
includes the City of Houston, suburban municipalities in Harris County, and the 25 school districts 
that govern K-12 education in Harris County.54 Women are identified based upon their first name. 
Hispanics are identified based upon their surname’s presence on the Census Bureau’s  list of over 
12,000 Hispanic surnames.55 This is the best available means of coding candidates and office-
holders, but this coding is probabilistic rather than definite; those with unusual or non-indicative 
names may be missed.56 
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Figure 14.  Early Voting in November Elections, 2004-2016 
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Figure 15. Hispanic Candidacy and Victory in Houston and Harris County, 2004-2016
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Hispanic residents, or at least persons with Hispanic surnames, are underrepresented in the candidate 
pool for both Harris County and City of Houston offices (Figure 15). The numbers presented in Figure 
15 represent the percentage of elections where at least one candidate with a Hispanic surname was 
on the ballot, which should not be mistaken with the percentage of candidates who are Hispanic. 
This is a very minimal standard, but elections without any Hispanic surnamed candidate are quite 
common in Houston and Harris County. Hispanic candidates were successful in elections for Harris 
County Sheriff from 2004 to 2016; Hispanic surnamed candidates ran in and won three elections 
over this time period. Hispanic surnamed candidates were far less successful in other county and 
municipal offices. Except in the at-large seats of the Houston City Council, which are elected citywide, 
the typical election in Houston does not feature any candidate with a Hispanic surname, and an even 
smaller percentage are won by Hispanic surnamed candidates.57 However, this may be changing; a 
2018 report by the Houston Chronicle indicated that a record number of Hispanics are seeking office 
in Harris County.58  

These trends hold for municipal and school district officials in Harris County as of 2017 (Figure 16).59  
Only about 9% of of the county’s municipal mayors, and about a tenth of its councilmembers, have a 
Hispanic surname. Hispanic residents do a bit better in terms of school board membership, with about 
12% of area school board members having a Hispanic surname.60 Thus, it seems that the Hispanic 
population of Harris County is not reflected in the make-up of public officials, though this may reflect 
a lack of ethnic integration across the county, such that some cities and districts have relatively few 
Hispanic residents.
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Figure 17. Female Candidacy and Victory in Houston and Harris County, 2004-2016
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The composition of elected officials in Harris County in 2017 reflects a similar pattern. An estimated 
one-fifth of mayors and city councilmembers in municipalities within Harris County are women. Women 
compose a far larger share of school board members (estimated at around two-fifths). 

Having a choice to make on Election Day is fundamental to the health of democracy. Turnout rates and 
the demographics of the electorate cannot influence the outcome of an election when it is unopposed.  
When looking at Harris County and the City of Houston, no sheriff or mayoral election was unopposed 
in Houston from 2004 to 2016. Conversely, just under one-third of district-based elections for Houston 
City Council were unopposed in this time period (Figure 19). The at-large seats on the Council do tend 
to be contested; only about 10% were unopposed. This is likely because the at-large seats are elected 
on a city-wide basis; the pool of potential candidates is larger than for the district-based seats. 

Contestation might be higher if municipal elections were partisan rather than non-partisan; political 
parties have a vested interest in recruiting candidates to run for public office.66 However, about two-
fifths of Harris County Commissioners Court elections were unopposed, despite those offices being 
partisan. The fact that the major parties do not nominate candidates in many of these contests is 
surprising; parties cannot hope to win office and influence public policy if they do not contest elections. 

Women running for office do face challenges men tend not to, such as confronting gendered stereotypes 
and sexist critiques.61 Despite this, research shows that women perform comparably at the ballot box 
to their male counterparts, a finding that suggests that the greatest barrier to the representation of 
women is at the candidate entrance stage.62 However, many elections in Harris County lack women on 
the ballot (Figure 17).63 It is noteworthy that between 2005 and 2015 there was always a woman on 
the ballot for mayor of the City of Houston, and Annise Parker served three terms as mayor.64 Women 
were less successful in elections for Harris County Commissioners Court; an estimated one-fifth of 
elections from 2004 to 2016 featured at least one woman candidate, and only 5%, or one election, 
was won by a woman. No woman appeared on the general election ballot for Harris County Sheriff from 
2004 to 2016.65  
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Figure 18. Proportion of Office Holders by Gender in Harris County, 2017

Never            Infrequently            Frequently               

42.1%

57.9% 71.0%

29.0% 9.7%

90.3%

Harris County Commissioners Court Houston City Council (district) Houston City Council (at-large)

Figure 19. Percent of Elections that are Unoppossed in Houston and Harris County, 2004-2016

Source: Lappie, J (2017). “The State of Local Democracy in Houston and Harris County.” Kinder Institute for Urban Research, Rice University, Houston, TX.



18   2018 HOUSTON C I V IC HEALTH INDE X TM

CONCLUSION
Houston, and Greater Houston as a whole, are economically and culturally vibrant. However, while 
the situation could be worse, there are clear problems in terms of its civic health. Among its largest 
problems are low levels of trust, low voter turnout, the inadequate incorporation of Hispanics and 
immigrants into political life, and a surprisingly large number of uncontested elections. There are 
certainly positives in terms of the indicators of civic health: Greater Houston residents are reasonably 
likely to help their neighbors, and the vast majority of Harris County residents express no discomfort 
around fellow residents of a different race. Still, there is clearly room for improvement. 

One of the most fundamental issues facing Greater Houston is the low level of trust residents tend 
to have in their neighbors. Trust is in many ways the foundation of good civic health. Those who 
trust others are the ones most likely to work with others to help overcome the problems facing a 
community.67 Any efforts to build civic health in Greater Houston will need to confront the problem of 
distrust head on.

Solving large-scale community problems often requires political action. Equal political participation is 
important in securing civic health. Without it, community problems risk being solved in an inequitable 
way. However, participation in political life is not even across society in Houston. Naturalized citizens 
tend to be much less politically engaged than native-born citizens, despite having the same political 
rights.68 Similarly, the region’s Hispanic population is underrepresented in political life. While Hispanic 
residents are a plurality of the population in Houston and Harris County, they have considerably lower 
voter turnout rates than non-Hispanics and provide a significantly lower share of candidates and 
local elected officials. This is problematic, since research suggests that feelings of political alienation 
among marginalized groups tend to decrease when more members of that group win political office.69  

Houston and Harris County also face more general problems with political participation. Voter turnout 
is low in Houston mayoral elections, though this is admittedly not a Houston-specific problem.70  
However, Houston is a major city, where the municipal government possesses many vital powers.  
Furthermore, a surprisingly large proportion of elections for Houston City Council and for the Harris 
County Commissioners Court are unopposed. Voters and candidates are both needed in order to 
have a healthy democracy; Houston and Harris County could use more of both. 



 19

TECHNICAL NOTE
Unless otherwise noted, data findings presented in this report are based on the National Conference 
on Citizenship’s (NCoC) analysis of the U.S. Census Current Population Survey (CPS) data. Any and all 
errors are NCoC’s. Volunteering estimates are from CPS September Volunteering Supplement (most 
recent year is 2015), voting estimates are from the November Voting and Registration Supplement 
(most recent year is 2016), and all other civic engagement indicators, such as discussion of political 
information and connection to neighbors, come from the CPS Civic Engagement Supplement (most 
recent year is 2013).

Using a probability selected sample of about 150,000 occupied households, the CPS collects 
monthly data on employment and demographic characteristics of the nation. Depending on the 
CPS supplement, the single-year Houston CPS sample size used for this report ranges from 337 to 
498 (civic engagement supplement) to 983 (volunteer supplement), and to 984 (voting supplement) 
residents from across the Houston Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). This sample is then weighted 
to representative population demographics for the district. Estimates for the volunteering indicators 
(e.g., volunteering, working with neighbors, making donations) are based on U.S. residents ages 16 
and older. Estimates for civic engagement and social connection indicators (e.g., favors for neighbors, 
discussing politics) are based on U.S. residents ages 18 and older. Voting and registration statistics 
are based on U.S. citizens who are 18 and older (eligible voters). When we examined the relationship 
between educational attainment and engagement, estimates are based on adults ages 25 and older, 
based on the assumption that younger people may be completing their education. 

Because multiple sources of data with varying sample sizes are used, the report is not able to 
compute one margin of error for Houston MSA across all indicators. Any analysis that breaks down 
the sample into smaller groups (e.g., gender, education) will have smaller samples and therefore the 
margin of error will increase. Furthermore, national rankings, while useful in benchmarking, may be 
small in range, with one to two percentage points separating the state/district ranked first from the 
state/district ranked last. 

It is also important to note that our margin of error estimates are approximate, as CPS sampling is 
highly complex and accurate estimation of error rates involves many parameters that are not publicly 
available.
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State and Local Partnerships

NCoC began America’s Civic Health Index in 2006 to measure the level of civic engagement and health of our democracy. In 2009, NCoC 
was incorporated into the Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act and directed to expand this civic health assessment in partnership 
with the Corporation for National and Community Service and the US Census Bureau.

NCoC now works with partners in more than 30 communities nationwide to use civic data to lead and inspire a public dialogue about 
the future of citizenship in America and to drive sustainable civic strategies.

Alabama
University of Alabama 
David Mathews Center for Civic Life
Auburn University

Arizona
Center for the Future of Arizona

California
California Forward
Center for Civic Education
Center for Individual and 
Institutional Renewal
Davenport Institute

Colorado 
Metropolitan State University of Denver
The Civic Canopy
Denver Metro Chamber Leadership
Campus Compact of Mountain West
History Colorado
Institute on Common Good

Connecticut
Everyday Democracy
Secretary of the State of Connecticut
DataHaven
Connecticut Humanities
Connecticut Campus Compact
The Fund for Greater Hartford
William Caspar Graustein Memorial Fund
Wesleyan University

District of Columbia
ServeDC

Florida
Florida Joint Center for Citizenship
Bob Graham Center for Public Service
Lou Frey Institute of Politics 
and Government 

Georgia
GeorgiaForward
Carl Vinson Institute of Government,
The University of Georgia
Georgia Family Connection Partnership

Illinois
McCormick Foundation

Indiana
Indiana University Center on Representative 
Government
Indiana Bar Foundation
Indiana Supreme Court
Indiana University Northwest
IU Center for Civic Literacy

Kansas
Kansas Health Foundation

Kentucky
Commonwealth of Kentucky, 
Secretary of State’s Office 
Institute for Citizenship 
& Social Responsibility, 
Western Kentucky University
Kentucky Advocates for Civic Education 
McConnell Center, University of Louisville

Maryland
Mannakee Circle Group
Center for Civic Education
Common Cause-Maryland
Maryland Civic Literacy Commission

Massachusetts
Harvard Institute of Politics

Michigan
Michigan Nonprofit Association
Michigan Campus Compact 
Michigan Community Service Commission
Volunteer Centers of Michigan
Council of Michigan Foundations
Center for Study of Citizenship at Wayne 
State University

Minnesota
Center for Democracy and Citizenship

Missouri
Missouri State University
Park University 
Saint Louis University 

University of Missouri Kansas City
University of Missouri Saint Louis
Washington University 

Nebraska 
Nebraskans for Civic Reform

New Hampshire
Carsey Institute
Campus Compact of New Hampshire
University System of New Hampshire
New Hampshire College & University 
Council

New York
Siena College Research Institute
New York State Commission on National 
and Community Service

North Carolina
Institute for Emerging Issues

Ohio
Miami University Hamilton Center for 
Civic Engagement

Oklahoma
University of Central Oklahoma
Oklahoma Campus Compact

Pennsylvania
Center for Democratic Deliberation 
National Constitution Center

South Carolina
University of South Carolina Upstate 

Texas
The University of Texas at Austin
The Annette Strauss Institute for Civic Life 
RGK Center for Philantrophy & Community 
Service

Virginia
Center for the Constitution at James 
Madison’s Montpelier
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation

STATES

ISSUE SPEC IF IC

Latinos Civic Health Index
Carnegie Corporation

Veterans Civic Health Index
Got Your 6

Millennials Civic Health Index
Mobilize.org
Harvard Institute of Politics
CIRCLE

Economic Health 
Knight Foundation 
Corporation for National & Community 
Service (CNCS) 
CIRCLE

Mobilize.org
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Atlanta
Community Foundation of Greater Atlanta

Austin
The University of Texas at Austin
RGK Center for Philanthropy and Community 
Service
Annette Strauss Institute for Civic Life
Leadership Austin
Austin Community Foundation
KLRU-TV, Austin PBS
KUT 90.5 - Austin’s NPR Station

Chicago
McCormick Foundation 

Houston
Center for Local Elections in American Politics
Houston Endowment
The Kinder Institute

Kansas City & Saint Louis
Missouri State University
Park University 
Washington University

Miami
Florida Joint Center for Citizenship
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation 
Miami Foundation

Pittsburgh
University of Pittsburgh
Carnegie Mellon University

Seattle
Seattle City Club 

Twin Cities
Center for Democracy and Citizenship
Citizens League
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation

C I T IE S

C IV IC HEALTH ADV ISORY GROUP

John Bridgeland
CEO, Civic Enterprises
Chairman, Board of Advisors, National 
Conference on Citizenship
Former Assistant to the President of the 
United States & Director, Domestic Policy 
Council & US Freedom Corps

Kristen Cambell
Executive Director, PACE

Jeff Coates
Research and Evaluation Director,
National Conference on Citizenship

Lattie Coor
Chairman & CEO, Center for the Future of 
Arizona

Nathan Dietz
Senior Research Associate, The Urban 
Institute

Doug Dobson
Executive Director, Florida Joint Center for 
Citizenship

Jennifer Domagal-Goldman
National Manager, American Democracy 
Project

Diane Douglas
Executive Director, Seattle CityClub

Paula Ellis
Former Vice President, Strategic Initiatives,  
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation

William Galston
Senior Fellow, Brookings Institution 
Former Deputy Assistant to the President  
of the United States for Domestic Policy

Hon. Bob Graham
Former Senator of Florida
Former Governor of Florida

Robert Grimm, Jr.
Director of the Center for Philanthropy  
and Nonprofit Leadership,  
University of Maryland

Shawn Healy
Program Director, McCormick Foundation
Chair, Illinois Civic Mission Coalition

Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg
Director, Center for Information and 
Research on Civic Learning and Engagement 
(CIRCLE) at the Jonathan M. Tisch College 
of Citizenship and Public Service at Tufts 
University 

Peter Levine
Director, Center for Information and  
Research on Civic Learning and  
Engagement (CIRCLE) at the Jonathan M. 
Tisch College of Citizenship and Public 
Service at Tufts University

Mark Hugo Lopez
Director of Hispanic Research, Pew 
Research Center

Lisa Matthews
Program Director, National Conference on 
Citizenship

Ted McConnell
Executive Director, Campaign for the Civic 
Mission of Schools

Martha McCoy
Executive Director, Everyday Democracy

Kenneth Prewitt
Former Director of the United States  
Census Bureau
Carnegie Professor of Public Affairs and  
the Vice-President for Global Centers at 
Columbia University

Robert Putnam
Peter and Isabel Malkin Professor of Public 
Policy, Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University
Founder, Saguaro Seminar
Author of Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community 

Stella M. Rouse
Director, Center for American Politics and 
Citizenship

Shirley Sagawa
CEO, Service Year Alliance
Co-founder, Sagawa/Jospin, LLP.

Thomas Sander
Executive Director, the Saguaro Seminar, 
Harvard University

David B. Smith 
Former Managing Director of Presidio 
Institute; Former Executive Director, National 
Conference on Citizenship

Sterling K. Speirn 
Chief Executive Officer, National Conference 
on Citizenship

Drew Steijles
Assistant Vice President for Student 
Engagement and Leadership and Director 
Office of Community Engagement, College of 
William & Mary

Michael Stout
Associate Professor of Sociology,  
Missouri State University

Kristi Tate
Senior Advisor, Civic & Community 
Engagement Initiatives Center for Future of 
Arizona

Michael Weiser
Chairman Emeritus, National Conference on 
Citizenship 
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