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1. Introduction and Study Questions

1 Introduction and Study Questions

Washington State had 6,724,540 residents enumerated in the 2010 Census. Table 1 shows the demo-
graphic breakdown of the state by Total Population, Voting Age Population (VAP) and Citizen Voting
Age Population (CVAP). We use the term POC (people of color) to refer to residents who are Hispanic
or have selected a non-White race in the Census (or both). Other racial group names (Asian, White,
etc) denote respondents who identified as non-Hispanic and selected a single racial category. In to-
tal the POC share of Washington CVAP is 22.72%. The distribution of POC residents across the state
is shown in Figure 1. Breaking down the POC population further, Washington has two individual
minority groups that make up more than 5% CVAP share: Hispanic/Latino residents (8.87% of VAP
and 7.32% of CVAP) and Asian residents (7.27% of VAP and 6.55% of CVAP).

Race Share of Total Population | Share of VAP | Share of CVAP
White 72.52% 76.15% 77.28%
POC 27.48% 23.85% 22.712%
Latino 11.24% 8.87% 7.32%
Asian 7.07% 7.27% 6.55%
Black 3.41% 3.27T% 3.49%
Other 5.75% 4.44% 5.35%
Total People 6,724,540 5,143,186 5,257,910

Table 1. Total population, Voting Age Population (VAP) and Citizen Voting Age Population (CVAP)
by race and ethnicity in Washington state. Total population and VAP data is from the 2010 Census,
and CVAP data is from the 2018 ACS 5-year rolling average.

Washington is currently divided into 49 state legislative districts, each electing one Senator and
two at-large Representatives. State Senators serve 4-year terms; state Representatives serve 2-year
terms. All state legislators must reside in the district they represent, and all legislative voting is
district-based.

Even though POC residents comprise over a quarter of the state’s population (and almost a quar-
ter of the state’s CVAP), they are fairly dispersed, rarely achieving high concentrations in any legisla-
tive districts. High levels of racially polarized voting or low POC voter turnout could therefore lead
to the near-complete exclusion of POC-preferred candidates from office. Furthermore, the at-large
system used to elect two House members is also known to be unfavorable to minority representa-
tion.

The POC share of the overall population is 27.48%, so the proportional share of the total 147 state
legislators (counting Senators and Representatives) would be roughly 40.4. Currently, Washington
is well below that mark with only 28 POC state legislators. It is natural to ask whether some of this
disparity could be reduced by changes to the state’s election system or to the electoral districts.

We emphasize that these legislators who are themselves people of color may not necessarily have
been the candidates preferred by POC voters. POC candidates of choice can come from any racial
or ethnic group. In the absence of accurate voter preference data, we use the legislature’s racial
makeup as an imperfect proxy for representation. Furthermore, we know that no community votes
as a monolith, and we take care to consider a range of candidate support and voting polarization
levels in this report.
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