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Abstract/Executive Summary

Orange County, California, is home to one of the largest Middle Eastern and North African
(MENA) communities in the United States. The MENA community has emerged as one of the
most critical voting blocs in the country but also one of the most understudied. Current political
data may need to be clarified for individuals' identities based solely on their name, missing the
complexity of the MENA category and further clumping the community among other groups.

During the 2022 Midterms Election, the Arab American Civic Council sent canvassers to contact
eligible low-propensity voters to encourage them to vote in the upcoming elections and to correct
data provided on the MiniVAN canvassing app. Canvassers requested voters to respond
positively or negatively to a MENA option. Canvassers found that individuals in two Orange
County cities, Anaheim and Irvine, will have an 85% chance to answer "Yes" or "No" when
asked about their identity. Canvassers found that the MiniVAN app aggregated individuals with
their names, as Muslim-sounding names tend to be the closest to Arabic-sounding names. Of
these individuals, 55% positively identified as MENA, while 45% negatively identified as
MENA. Most MENA residents reside in West Anaheim, the location of the Little Arabia District.

The data leads to several conclusions and leads. First, data targeted to MENA constituents should
allow individuals to self-identify their identity, providing space for more accurate data. Second,
voters have a high chance of answering a MENA question when given the opportunity. More
MENA-identifying individuals are located in Anaheim than Irvine, indicating where institutions
could initially target services and products for the community. Third, the desired needs of the
community consisted of empowerment and education. The community's sentiment for
empowerment and education should be an indicator for public institutions, such as Orange
County Health Agency and the O.C. Registrar of Voters, to begin including Arabic, Farsi, and
other MENA languages within its publications and literature. The community wants to be
engaged, and a start to including the MENA community within the county's overall goals is to
speak to them in terms they understand.
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Identifying MENA Voters

1.0: The AACC’s Get Out the Vote Campaign, 2022

During the 2022 Midterm Elections, the Arab American Civic Council (AACC) launched a Get
Out the Vote Campaign (GOTV) known as MOVE Arab Americans. The campaign's goal was to
encourage low-propensity Arab American voters in Orange County to vote in the upcoming
elections. The AACC's goals were to provide voters with information on the upcoming election,
such as ballot issues and voting locations, and to acquire data on the voter's needs. The AACC
did not provide recommendations or advice on who or what to vote for. Instead, the organization
provided information and resources to assist voters in making decisions based on their needs.

The AACC gathered voter data from voter profiles acquired by VAN and State Voices.
Organizers analyzed voters for their voting habits, and the voters were identified to have low
voting turnout during midterm elections. Dr. Tom Wong of UCSD categorized the voters and
provided the AACC with data on likely-Arab American voters to canvas.

In addition to the GOTV Campaign, the AACC surveyed to see if individuals would identify
themselves as belonging to the Middle East and North African (MENA) category. Given the lack
of MENA identification in the U.S. Census ballot, many MENA voters are "clumped in" with
other racial and ethnic categories, meaning they are more likely to place themselves in the White,
African, Asian, or Other categories. This entanglement makes it challenging to identify the
community's specific needs.1

The AACC was interested in identifying the specific needs of the community as well as the
highest concentration of voters within Orange County. Thus, AACC Canvassers prepared a
questionnaire to ask individuals to self-identify if they belong to the MENA category and how
they would identify their race, ethnicity, or national origin. Canvassers also collected concerns or
needs of the individuals or households.

Canvassers concentrated their work primarily in Anaheim and Irvine. Data collected by the
canvassers can provide a "snapshot" of the MENA community in these two cities. The data
breaks down national and ethnic identifications of voters and provides insight into where the
highest concentration of respondents between Anaheim and Irvine. The analysis found that
providing MENA constituents in Anaheim and Irvine the option to self-identify results in a
consistently positive response, as previous studies have shown.2

2 “2015 National Content Test Race and Ethnicity Analysis Report.” February 28, 2017.

1 Sarah Jonny, “The Erasure of Middle Eastern and North African Immigrants from the American
Narrative: A Case for Adding a MENA Category to the United States.” Georgetown, 2021
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2.0: The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Category

The Middle East and North Africa category is a geographical signifier that consists of individuals
from multiple countries, ethnicities, and religious backgrounds. Traditionally, the United States
has defined the Middle East and North Africa region to consist of the people residing between
the countries of Iran to Morocco.3 This region consists of individuals who identify with different
races and ethnicities, such as “Arab,” “Kurdish,” and “Persian,” among many others. Further,
individuals may identify themselves based on their country of origin. For example, some
individuals may identify as “Iraqi,” “Lebanese,” and “Sudanese,” among many others.

Currently, the Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS) in Detroit
approximates the MENA community to be around 5 million individuals.4 This number is based
on data acquisition and community engagement over many years. However, the precise number
could be more or less.

Implementing a MENA category is meant to collect information on individuals who have
historically been subjugated to invisibility and alienation within America. The lack of proper
data acquisition and identification of these individuals leaves them vulnerable to the problematic
public, state, and federal perceptions. The precise measurement of the MENA category has made
it difficult for the community to acquire services, such as business relief funding. Further, the
community recognizes that the current categorization of their community does not reflect the
lived experiences attached to their identity. Most individuals who identify as MENA will
traditionally fall within the "White" category of the Census, which defines individuals as
"Belonging to the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa."5

Historically, the placement of MENA Americans dates back to a court date when Syrians argued
for their right to be placed in the White Category. At the time, the Syrian community felt such an
identification would provide a sense of security in America. However, many immigrants from
the MENA region struggle with their placement in America, including many Arabs who had
trouble being in the category until the 1930s.6 As a result, MENA Americans have gone through
a period of ambiguity and forced assimilation, and the prolonged perceptions of MENA
Americans have not been positive within the American imagination.7 Overall, MENA Americans
feel that their realities do not fit what the “privilege” of being “White” in America should come

7 Jamal, Amaney, and Naber, N. “Race and Arab Americans Before and After 9/11: From Invisible Citizens
to Visible Subjects.” Arab American Writing Syracuse NY, 2008.

6 Beydoun, Khaled, “Between Muslim and White: The Legal Construction of Arab American Identity.” NYU
Ann. Surv. Am. L. 29 2013.

5 “2015 National Content Test Race and Ethnicity Analysis Report.” February 28, 2017.
4 “Working to Uplift Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) Communities.” ACCESS Detroit
3 “Middle East/North African (MENA) Reporting Category.” May 2022.
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with. Thus, many advocates for the MENA category wish to see the United States accurately
count on this community to reflect their individual and communal needs.

A separate MENA category will assist researchers, social workers, schools, and others in
locating and targeting the community's specific needs.8 When disaggregated from the White
category, MENA individuals are subject to higher rates of health needs than other communities.
For example, studies by Keating and Anwar found that individuals of the MENA category suffer
from higher trauma and psychological health needs rates than others.9 The images and sentiments
from policymakers and the media have increased the trauma and adverse health outcomes among
MENA-American individuals. MENA Americans who trace their heritage to harsh social and
geopolitical histories have "significant negative repercussions … including pervasive anxiety,
alienation, fears, etc." Thus, without a clear and positive representation of MENA Americans in
the country's landscape, there is a high likelihood that the population will experience some
physiological and psychological trauma generally associated with a sense of displacement and
alienation usually attributed to prejudice and discrimination.

9 Awad GH, Kia-Keating M, and Amer MM. “A Model of Cumulative Racial-Ethnic Trauma among
Americans of Middle Eastern and North Africa (MENA) Descent.” American Psychologist 74, 2019.

8 Jonny
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3.0: Canvassing Anaheim and Irvine: Methods and Results

3.1: Methods: MOVE Campaign, Voter Engagement, and Questionnaire

As a part of the National Network of Arab American Communities (NNAAC), the Arab
American Civic Council launched the Mobilizing, Organzing, and Voter Engagement (MOVE)
Campaign to conduct canvassing and voter outreach from October to early November.

Canvassers utilized the MiniVAN mobile app to gather data and information on the public. State
Voices, the Non-Profit wing of VAN, assisted with data acquisition, outreach strategies, and
mobile app use. Dr. Tom Wong of UCSD categorized the voter data into a sample MENA
category. Categorization mixed the use of the voter’s chosen identity along with their names.

VAN information takes on data from eligible voters, meaning individuals who are American
citizens and registered to vote. The individuals Canvassers targeted were primarily
low-propensity voters, representing those who do not have strong voting habits.

The MiniVAN app was sorted by individual's name and did not accurately reflect the makeup of
individuals who may have been from the Middle East and North Africa region. For example,
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many individuals were labeled with Arabic-sounding names but did not identify as Middle
Eastern.

Because of this discrepancy, Canvassers requested individuals to identify themselves as
belonging to the Middle East and North Africa region.

Canvassers documented their responses as “Yes” or “No” on the MiniVAN app. Individuals who
did not respond to either “Yes” or “No” were listed as “Abstained.”

Canvassers then requested individuals to provide their chosen national origin or specified
identity.

They asked questions such as:

- “Do you identify yourself as Middle East or North African?”
- “How do you identify yourself? Do identify as anything other than what is listed on the

available options?”

These questions were meant for individuals to provide the space to give their identity. The design
of this section followed closely with the design recommendations from the U.S. Census Bureau
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and other data acquisition services on Race and Ethnicity. These design recommendations allow
individuals to "fill in" their answers, such as an open write-in box.

After individuals responded, Canvassers asked individuals what their primary concern or issue
was. These concerns were quality of life and common concerns among residents and individuals.

Canvassers interacted with individuals physically through door-knocking, and canvassers
reported a sense of enthusiasm and fulfillment when engaging with the community. Further,
Canvassers said that individuals who related with the Canvassers tended to have an increased
level of interest and were more likely to respond to the questionnaire.

7



Identifying MENA Voters, November 2022

3.2: Description of Anaheim and Irvine

Data was collected and documented by the Lead Canvasser, Ayah Shiadah. Shiadah and other
canvassers knocked on approximately 2733 doors across Orange County. Given time constraints
and resources, Shiadah focused on the cities of Anaheim and Irvine.

Anaheim, home to Little Arabia, is known to have a high concentration of Arab-owned
businesses and a large consumer base of MENA individuals.

Irvine is known to have many individuals of Iranian heritage, and many mosques serving
individuals of MENA backgrounds are located in the area.
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3.3: Results: The need for MENA Category in Data Acquisition Products

Canvassers knocked on 2733 households. Of these households, 737 individuals responded.

Table 1

Individuals Canvassed in Anaheim and Irvine

Total Door Knocks 2733

Total Number of
Individuals
Canvassed 737

Upon contact with household members, Canvassers engaged with individuals by providing them
with information and literature while responding to any household questions concerning voting.
Canvassers then allowed the individuals to identify themselves as belonging to the Middle East
and North African category.

Table 2 below breaks down the response rate of individuals who were canvassed. Of the 737
individuals who were canvassed, 623 responded to the MENA identity question, with an 84.50%
response rate. This response rate is consistent with findings from the U.S. Census Bureau's 2016
study on the MENA community.10

Despite the positive response rate, Canvassers found that the VAN data did not accurately target
individuals from the MENA background. Of the 623 individuals who responded to the MENA
identity question, 340 individuals (54.60% of respondents) positively identified themselves with
the MENA category. However, 283 (45.40% of respondents) negatively identified themselves
with the MENA category. The negative responses primarily identified themselves as belonging
to the Indian Subcontinent or South Asian demographic, such as India, Pakistan, or Sri Lanka.

This split in data is likely due to the acquisition and categorization process. Individuals appear to
be categorized by their names, not by their chosen identities. This result shows that if MENA
individuals are not allowed to self-identify within the Census or other data acquisition products,
then providing targeted services to the community will result in a messy and potentially
problematic reflection of the community. Thus, a MENA category is crucial to reflect and
represent the community accurately.

10 “2015 National Content Test Race and Ethnicity Analysis Report.” February 28, 2017.

9

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/program-management/final-analysis-reports/2015nct-race-ethnicity-analysis.pdf


Identifying MENA Voters, November 2022

Table 2

Response to “Do you Identify as Middle Eastern or North African?” on Individuals Canvassed

Response n Response Rate (n /
737)

MENA Response Rate (Yes
or No / 623)

Yes 340 46.10% 54.60%

No 283 38.40% 45.40%

Abstained 114 14.50% -

Total Yes + No 623 84.50% -

Total Canvassed 737 - -

Canvassers found that the highest concentration of MENA respondents was in Anaheim,
specifically West Anaheim.

Table 3 breaks down the MENA responses between Irvine and Anaheim. Table 4 breaks down
Anaheim into two regions - Anaheim Hills and West Anaheim - to reveal where the highest
concentration of MENA respondents are located.

Table 3

Yes/No Response Rates for the Cities of Anaheim and Irvine.

City Response n MENA Response Rate (n /
City Total)

Irvine Yes 114 42.40%

No 155 47.60%

Total 269

Anaheim Yes 217 62.90%

No 128 37.10%

Total 345
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Table 4

Yes/No Response Rate for Anaheim Regions (Anaheim Hills and West Anaheim)

Region Response n MENA Response Rate (n /
Region Total)

Anaheim Hills Yes 106 57.90%

No 77 42.10%

Total 183

West Anaheim Yes 111 68.50%

No 51 31.50%

Total 162

West Anaheim, the location of Anaheim’s Little Arabia District, saw 68.50% of respondents
positively identify with the MENA identity.

11
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Figure 1 breaks down the self-identified demographics of positive MENA respondents.
Individuals identified as “Others” responded to another nationality not listed on the MENA list.
“Undetermined” are individuals whose Canvassers could not determine their identity, whether
because they could not ask the question or the Canvasser did not document the information.

Figure 1

*Individuals identified as MENA and responded with another Nationality not listed as MENA
**Individuals responded "Yes" to MENA, but the Canvasser couldn't get further information

According to Figure 1, Egypt was the highest self-identified origin of respondents, and Iran and
Palestine saw significant self-identifications. The inclusion of Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan are
consistent with the historical migration patterns of MENA Americans, as many came from the
area known as Balad al-Sham.
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Table 5 below reflects the issues concerning the community. Canvassers report that acquiring
data on this information took much work due to the nature of door-knocking. Canvassers say that
individuals requested more time and lead to consider options concerning them at the time.

The issue of “Other,” which appears as the number one concern, consisted of individuals
responding to the question indifferently or with an option not specified on the list. Canvassers
reported that individuals tended to feel that “things were okay,” indicating that individuals tended
to be generally satisfied with their current state of affairs.

The top three specific issues were: Jobs and Economy, Islamophobia, and Education.

These themes indicate the following conversations:

1) Based on the responses of Jobs and Education, individuals wish to be empowered and
equipped with ways to improve their lives. Constituents are looking for new skills and
better outlets to improve their lives on their own.

2) Islamophobia indicates the feeling of systemic and public discrimination. Individuals feel
invisible or alienated compared to other communities and attribute these feelings of
isolation to problematic perceptions from the media, government, or other institutions.

3) Empowerment is the primary need in the community.

Table 5

Issues Concerning Community

Issue Total answers

Other 84

Jobs Economy 44

Islamophobia 27

Education 17

Healthcare 7

Immigration 4

Foreign Policy 1
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4.0: Discussion: Let MENA Break the "Threshold."
The AACC's MOVE Campaign results reflect several themes to hold for conversation.

First, the categorization process of MENA individuals requires an approach attached to the
names of the individuals. If Canvassers were to target MENA individuals, their chosen identity
should be linked to the individuals. Clumping individuals by name alone will result in a dataset
that "assumes" everyone with an Arabic-sounding name will positively identify with the MENA
category. This approach significantly ignores and leaves out MENA individuals with non-Arabic
names.

Second, based on the above point, it is understandable that locating individuals based on their
chosen identity is highly difficult. Researchers and analysts should conduct significant efforts to
identify the socioeconomic challenges different ethnic and racial groups face in the MENA
category. Recognizing the nuances of the community will provide a much fuller picture of the
community than placing them into collective categories.11 The fact that MENA individuals are
“clumped” into different categories and that MENA individuals may not have responded in the
high number organizations desire only points to the need to have a MENA category included in
all data intake products. The 84.50% response rate among individuals shows that they will
respond if the options are available to constituents. Institutions must include a category for
individuals to mark and allow them to be counted.

Third, the common theme of needs centers around empowerment. This provides empowerment
of skills, jobs, and knowledge. Thus, a positive start to making such empowerment efforts
happen is having MENA languages, specifically Arabic and Farsi, in Orange County data intake
products. The targeted focus could be in the areas of West Anaheim, and City Organizations
could work to provide the community with information about health, business, and educational
opportunities to engage the community. Arabic and Farsi are recognized as threshold languages
in California counties. Accepting Arabic and Farsi as threshold languages are critical to keeping
the community involved in city and state matters.12 Above engagement, however, providing the
community information in their native language would result in a more positive and optimistic
community, increasing the Quality of Life of the community at large.

12 DHCS Threshold Languages. July 2021

11 Naber, Nadine. “Chicagoland Study Shows Why We Need a MENA Category in the U.S. Census.” Last
modified January 7, 2022.
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