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The Battle for Latino Voters
Harry P. Pachon, Ph.D.

The rising importance of the Latino1 voter is one of the most talked about trends in American politics,
and with good reason.

In California, Latino voters are widely credited with reversing the fortunes of Democrats during the
1990s. Nationally, approximately six million Latinos cast ballots in the 2000 presidential election—5.3
percent of the vote—as turnout increased by nearly 132 percent from 1980 to 2002. Almost four million
more Latinos could enter the electorate this decade.2 Meanwhile, Latinos surpassed African-Americans
in the 2000 census as America’s largest minority population, outnumbering other minorities in 23 states.
Given this trend, it is little wonder that that both parties are reassessing their strategies and that the Bush
White House has made reaching out to Hispanic voters a priority.

The 2000 presidential election delivered a wake-up call to Democrats that they should not take Latino
voters for granted. Candidate George W. Bush, with a determined courtship effort, narrowed the
Democrats’ 51-point advantage among Latino voters in the 1996 election to 27 points in 2000, according
to one national poll.3 And the Bush outreach efforts continue apace. Karl Rove, the president’s chief
political advisor, has made no secret of the fact that cracking the Democratic hold on Hispanic voters is
a central element of current GOP political strategy.

But beyond the widely recognized importance of this population juggernaut to politics, there is little
understanding and plenty of misconceptions about these voters, their political preferences and allegiances,
and the policy agendas that matter most to them.

This report is an overview of the growing Latino population and its implications for American politics.
The report examines Latino demographics, myths about their political participation, Latino views on
salient policy issues, and the implications of these factors for reaching out to Latino voters. Its findings
include:

• While two out of three Latinos live in California, Texas, New York, Florida, Illinois, and New
Jersey, the growing Latino electorate is more broadly dispersed. Of the 10 counties with the fastest
growing Latino populations, nine are in North Carolina, Georgia, and Arkansas. This fact implies
that Latino voters could potentially swing elections in many more urban, suburban, and rural
districts in states that heretofore haven’t had much Latino electoral participation.

• There are two significant dampers on a greater expansion of the Latino vote. First, many legal
Hispanic immigrants are not citizens and thus not eligible to vote. Others are young and are
opting out of politics like other young Americans. This last fact points to a participation gap, but
it is important to keep in mind that most Latino voters embody a different set of demographics
than those who have not been mobilized to vote or become citizens and vote.

• Compared to the white, non-Latino majority of voters, Latino voters are younger and more likely
to be married with young children. These demographics imply that the Democratic Party’s historic
strength on Social Security and other retirement-related issues may be less of an advantage among
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Latino voters—and may even be a disadvantage if the working age Latinos see Democrats as
pandering to older voters and not reforming retirement programs to make them last for younger
generations. Since being married with children is increasingly correlated with voting Republican,
these demographics also suggest that Republicans may be able to make their historic dominance
of defining family values work to their advantage in winning more Latinos.

• Significant cultural and political differences define Latino populations in different states. This
fact implies that it would be a mistake to adopt a one-size-fits-all strategy toward Latino voters.

• A clear majority of Latino voters traditionally supports Democrats, but there are signs of an
increasing split between their presidential and down-ballot preferences. The increasing split
suggests that President Bush’s aggressive courtship of Hispanic voters is changing opinions,
especially among first-generation Spanish speakers.

• There are significant differences between first and later generation voters in how they identify
with political parties. Party identification grows increasingly Democratic by the second or third
generations. This may change if President Bush continues to make rapid headway winning the
support of today’s first-generation Latinos.

• In survey after survey, education is the most important issue for Latino voters, but as you move
down the income scale, economy and crime become more important. This fact suggests that
Latinos’ economic status plays an important role shaping their attitudes about policy.

• In a national poll, most Latinos said they identified as “working families” rather than ethnic
(Mexican American, Cuban American) or pan-ethnic (Hispanic/Latino) group identifications. In
the search for salient issues, it may be more useful to think of these voters as “working class”
rather than Latino. The party that captures issues of concern to working families will do best at
securing their allegiance.

• Although candidates who make appeals to Latino voters in Spanish win points, campaigns that
take a bilingual approach do best. Therefore, focusing solely on Spanish language appeals is a
mistake.

• Increased voter registration does not translate into increased voter turn out—voter registration
drives, while essential, are not sufficient. These new findings suggest that the mobilization
strategies that work best include personal contacts from influential Latinos.

Political Demography
I. Fact:  Latinos are still geographically concentrated in a small number of states.

Trend:  Latinos are rapidly dispersing throughout the nation.

Two out of three Latinos live in California, Texas, New York, Florida, Illinois, and New Jersey (see
Table 1 in Appendix). Against this backdrop of concentration, a Latino diaspora beyond the Southwest,
Florida, and the Northeast is unfolding. In 1990, 13 states had Hispanics as their ethnic largest minority
of color (Figure 1). Now, as measured in 2000, Hispanics surpass African or Asian Americans in 23 of the
50 states (Figure 2).

For example, Cook County, Illinois, alone has more Latinos than the populations of the states of
Arizona, Colorado, or New Mexico. Even more indicative of Latino dispersion is the fact that the top 10
counties with the fastest growing Latino populations of over ten thousand include four counties in
North Carolina, three in Georgia, two in Arkansas, and one in Indiana (Table 2). Most of this population
growth is due to Mexican immigration (Table 3), but significant numbers of Central Americans are now
present in Southern California4 and Houston, and Dominicans and Colombians are settling in New York
and Miami.5 These new immigrants are intermixing with older communities of Mexican Americans in
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the Southwest, Cuban Americans in
Florida, and Puerto Ricans in New York,
New Jersey, and Connecticut.

To be sure, there are tensions among
Latino sub-national groups. Strain be-
tween such groups as Cuban Americans
and Colombian Americans in Miami or
Dominican Americans and Puerto Ricans
in New York make it difficult to ascribe a
common ethnic label to identify Latinos
as a whole. Nonetheless, there is also a
growing sense of a pan-Hispanic iden-
tity—especially among the young—that
links Latinos through language. Differ-
ences among Latin American accents and
specific country vernaculars are notice-
able, but the national Spanish networks—
Telemundo and Univision—successfully
utilize a universal Spanish in the United
States. Beyond language, the intermixing
of communities in the barrios, religion, a
sense of cultural pride, and, for many, a
fresh memory of the immigration experi-
ence also contributes to this emerging
sense of shared identity.

II. Fact:  A large proportion of
Latinos are too young  to vote.

Trend:  Millions of young  U.S.-
born Latinos will come of age in this
decade, boosting the number of vot-
ing age Latinos at a faster rate than
whites, and conceivably increasing
the proportion of Latino voters.

Of the 35 million Latinos in the United States, 10 million are both U.S.-born and younger
than 18.6 If only two out of five of these young Hispanics come of voting age in this decade, that’s
four million new voting age, native-born Hispanics by the year 2010. This figure does not include
the more than one million young Hispanics who are foreign born and who may become U.S.
citizens in the decade through their own volition or through the action of their parents. This
enormous electoral potential is tempered by the fact that young Latinos are much like other
young Americans in that they are less politically active. Correspondingly, campaigns targeted on
mobilizing young voters, e.g., “Rock the Vote,” may have a disproportionate impact on Latinos.

III. Fact:   Large numbers of Latino adults cannot vote because they are not citizens.
Trend:  A growing number of Latinos will be unable to participate in American politics.

Significant numbers of foreign-born Latinos are present in all states with major Latino populations
(Table 4). Thus, full Latino political electoral potential will not come about unless these immigrants
become U.S. citizens.

Source:  Tomás Rivera  Policy Institute (TRPI) analysis of United States Census

Figure 1
Latino Diaspora: 1990

Figure 2
Latino Diaspora: 2000

23 States Where Latinos are Largest Minority Group:  2000 Census

13 States Where Latinos are Largest Minority Group:  1990 Census
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The 1990s dramatically demonstrate what can happen when Latinos opt for naturalization. Latino
naturalizations soared to an all-time high during the decade, thanks to Latino anger at the anti-immigrant
rhetoric of the period, the Clinton/Gore Citizenship USA campaign, congressional passage of welfare
reform, relaxation of Mexican dual nationality laws, and perhaps most significantly, the three million
Latino immigrants who qualified under the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 who became
eligible for U.S. citizenship by 19967 (Table 5).

The political forces that drove Latino naturalization in large measure also drove voter registration
and participation. But the decline of naturalization applications in 1998 and 19998 (Figure 3) suggests
that the trend may be running out of steam. One reason: The naturalization process has become more
difficult as the application fee increased five-
fold from less than $50 12 years ago to $260
in 2002. In spite of the high interest many
Latino permanent residents have in
becoming Americans, the pace of
naturalization is slowing, with obvious
consequences for the pace of increasing
Latino political participation.9

The potential exists for both political
parties to win Hispanic voters by
championing the cause of citizenship for
qualified legal immigrants. Surveys of the
Hispanic legal resident population
repeatedly show substantial numbers of
Latino immigrants expressing allegiance to
neither party or declaring themselves
“independent.”10 Yet, like waves of
immigrants before them, these immigrants
may be won over by the party that is
perceived as advancing the cause of their
citizenship—all the more so if efforts to
facilitate naturalization are linked to voter
registration and voter education campaigns.

The Latino Voter: Image vs. Reality
It is not surprising that misconceptions have developed about Latino voters since it is fair to say that,

outside of states like Texas and New Mexico, Latinos were not politically visible at a national level until
after the 1960s.11

Misconceptions continue to abound partially because polling data are still relatively scarce and fre-
quently of poor quality. Many polls fail to question enough Latinos to make the findings accurate, and
even when they do, most lack the ethnic breakdowns needed to differentiate between, for instance,
Cuban-Americans whose conservatism sets them apart from Latino voters of other heritages. At the
same time, even quality polls can fuel misconceptions since the Latino electorate tends to be volatile, like
other groups of low-income voters who often form their opinions late in the election cycle. The bottom
line is that political observers should be skeptical of surveys on Latino voters.

Although many “facts” about Latino voters are misconceived, there is some element of truth to the
idea that Hispanics, despite a growing population, do not participate in the political process at the same
rate as other Americans.12 But accepting this fact as a key characteristic of Latino voters would miss the
larger and more critical political point: Even with a smaller proportion of Latinos going to the polls,
Hispanic voters are increasingly significant at the national level (Figure 4), and in selected states they
constitute a substantial segment of the electorate. For example, the number of Latino voters increased by
nearly 133 percent in the past 20 years in comparison to the national electorate, which has grown by only
19 percent (Figure 5).

Figure 3
Petitions for Naturalizations Filed 
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Moreover, in selected states, the Hispanic electorate has the clear potential of being the much her-
alded swing vote, the support that brings the winning candidate over the top. Table 6 shows that it takes
only 3.6 percent of Latino voters in California, 2.7 percent in Texas, 1.7 percent in New Mexico, and 4.4
percent in Florida to make a one percent change in a statewide election. With the potential to swing
elections in this way, Latino voters will be defining a political reality in more and more states.

Who is this new Latino voter? To begin, an important fact to keep in mind is that the Latino electorate
is not the same as Latinos as a whole. For example, the proportion of foreign-born Latinos is much
higher (44 percent) among all Latinos than it is among the Latino electorate (27 percent). With this caveat
in mind, census and survey data describe Latino voters in the following ways:

Age
The average age of the Latino registered voter (40 years) is more than a decade older than the average

age of Latinos nationwide (28 years). Los Angeles County, a county with more than 10 percent of the
nation’s overall Latino population and a primary port of entry for Mexican immigrants, is a good example
of the relative maturity of Latino voters in comparison to Latinos at large. The average Los Angeles
County Latino voter is 43 years of age and he/she has been registered for more than 10 years.13

Although Latino voters are older than their non-voting counterparts, the Latino electorate is
considerably younger than the white, non-Latino electorate and roughly the same age as the African-
American electorate. Close to three in five (57 percent) Latino registered voters are under the age of 44,
compared to 45 percent of white registered voters and 56 percent of African-American registered voters.
And more than one in five white registered voters is older than age 65, compared to only 14 percent of
Latinos and African-Americans.

Gender
Women outnumber men by a greater degree among Latino registered voters (55/45) than among

whites (53/47), but not nearly as much as among African-Americans (58/42). Gender disparity among
Latino voters varied significantly by state in the 2000 elections. In Texas, the Latino electorate was split
equally between the sexes. In California, women accounted for 57 percent of the Latino electorate, and in
New York, nearly three-fifths (61 percent) of the Latino electorate was female. Given that Latino voters
are relatively more likely to be women compared to white voters, it would be natural to expect Latinos to
compound the oft-cited gender gap of women favoring Democrats over Republicans in presidential
choice. Just the opposite is true. The gap is only 5 percent among Latinos compared to 12 percent among
all women.

Figure 4

Source:  United States Census (1980-2000)
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Nativity
Nearly three out of four (72 percent) Latino voters are born in the United States, although this figure

varies significantly by state—in Texas, 83 percent of the electorate is native born, in California 70 percent,
and in Florida, 45 percent. The percentage of the Latino foreign-born electorate also differs depending on
the survey source utilized. For example, the 2001 Hart/Lake/Bendixen poll for the AFL-CIO14 shows
that 40 percent of Latino voters nationwide are foreign born; a TRPI national poll in 2001 shows this
figure to be 31 percent; the comparable census figure is 27 percent. Given margins of error as well as
variability due to different sampling frames, it is safe to say that between one-third and two-fifths of the
Latino electorate are first-generation, foreign-born voters.

Education
The Latino electorate has lower education attainment rates than the white, non-Latino majority of

registered voters. For example, one-quarter of the Latino electorate has less than a high school degree,
compared to less than one-tenth (8.6 percent) of the white and 18 percent of the African-American electorate
[the United States Census 2000]. And while high school graduates comprise similar ratios of white,
African-American, and Latino electorates (31, 32, and 32 percent respectively), it is important to remember
that the Latino electorate is considerably younger than the white electorate, and would therefore have
higher education rates if Latinos were as likely to have a diploma as white, non-Latinos their age. Similarly,
Latino higher education attainment rates are about half that of the white electorate, with 16 percent of
Latino registered voters holding a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 31 percent of their white
counterparts [the United States Census 2000].

Marital Status
Latinos are much more likely to be part of traditional nuclear families. One in three Latinos in

metropolitan areas live in households made up of two parents and their children. By comparison, only
one in five whites is part of that kind of family household, and in the 2000 presidential election less than
one in three (31 percent) were parents of children under age 18. Two-thirds of Hispanic voters are married
(67 percent), one out of five (20 percent) are single, and only a small portion (12 percent) is divorced.

Income
Latinos are significantly more likely to live in poverty than the white majority of registered voters.

For example, while almost one in five (18 percent) married Latino parents is raising their children in
poverty, only 4 percent of their white and 7 percent of African-Americans families live at similar levels.
Roughly two in five (42 percent) Latino registered voters are part of households earning less than $35,000,
compared to 45 percent of African-Americans and 22 percent of whites, even though Latino households
are often larger. Only 17 percent of the Latino electorate is part of household earning more than $75,000,
compared to 30 percent of white and 13 percent of African-American registered voters.

Religion
Almost half of all Hispanic voters report attending church once or more each week, compared to 42

percent among white non-Hispanic voters.
Overall, Latino voters are more likely to be working class or poor, married with children, churchgoers,

and holders of a high school diploma or less compared to the white majority of voters. In contrast to
Latinos as a whole, Latino voters are more likely to be U.S.-born and older.

The Future of Hispanic Partisanship
Both political parties are making claims to the allegiance of the Hispanic voter, and have credible

assertions.15 Republicans argue that Hispanics have a strong work ethic and innate conservative beliefs
that make them natural targets for the GOP.16 On the other hand, many Democrats argue that their party’s
positions on education, health care, and workforce development suit Hispanic voters better.

Which way will the Hispanic electorate go? Let’s first turn to actual Hispanic voting preferences in
recent elections.
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Figure 6 shows Latino presidential voting preferences in the past four elections. Democratic
presidential candidates have consistently received roughly two-thirds of the Hispanic vote in the past
four presidential elections—even in the lopsided election of 1988 when Michael Dukakis only received
46 percent of the national vote.

But there are impor-
tant distinctions to draw
within this pattern of
Democratic preference.
First, Latino support for
the Democratic Party
varies by generation. As
Table 7 indicates, the
lowest support for the
Democratic Party is
among first-generation
Latinos. Correspond-
ingly, the largest per-
centage of Latinos de-
claring themselves “in-
dependents” is among
first-generation, i.e. for-
eign-born, naturalized
Latinos. The explanation
may be that first-genera-
tion Latinos simply have
not had the time to an-
chor their political alle-
giances because of lan-
guage issues and lack of familiarity with the political parties. By the third generation, more than half of
Latinos identify as Democrats, up from one-third of the first generation. One obvious question is whether
the courting of Hispanic voters by the current Republican administration will change the preferences of
first-generation voters.

Second, there are significant differences within the Latino electorate, especially by region and ethnicity
(Table 8). As previously noted, Cuban-Americans have maintained a wide preference for Republicans
since the 1960s, which makes the Latino vote in Florida decidedly more Republican in its outlook than
the national electorate. Latino voters in Texas are also relatively more conservative than Latino voters in
other states. Using the ideological scores of Democratic Hispanic congressional delegations as surro-
gates, one can see important differences between state Hispanic electorates. The average liberalism score
of the New York and California Latino delegation is 14 points higher than the Texas Democratic delega-
tion.17 Conversely, the conservatism scores are higher among Texas Hispanic Democrats (14 percent)
than either California (11 percent) or New York Latino Democrats (four percent). These examples illus-
trate that it would be a mistake for either party to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach to Hispanic voters
across the nation.

Although the national electorate is heterogeneous and complex as a whole, Table 9 shows that Latinos
can be characterized as conservative or liberal on many of the salient issues. While typically conservative
on issues such as school prayer, welfare, criminal justice (although suspicious of the police), and gay
rights, Latinos are generally liberal on issues such as the death penalty, assistance to illegal immigrants,
education, job creation, and children’s welfare. There is too much disagreement on abortion to characterize
Latino voters as liberal or conservative on this issue.

One policy area with substantial agreement is education, which consistently ranks as the most
important issue for Latinos across different states and ethnicities (Table 10). Jobs and the economy are
also consistently top-tier issues, as are concern for race relations and discrimination. Notably, in the

Source: TRPI analysis of exit polling
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Tomás Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI) survey, immigration did not rank in the top three issues although it
did not focus on measuring views on immigration. Specifically, Latinos distinguish between immigration
in general and “immigrant rights.” The latter, according to many surveys, ranks high among Latino
concerns given the prevalence of immigrants among their ranks.

If we control for education and income, some interesting class differences emerge. For Latinos earning
less than $25,000, the economy and crime are top priorities, ranking ahead of education. Their own
economic struggles in low-wage jobs, as well as a likelihood of living in high-crime areas, may account
for the contrast with middle class and upscale Latinos who rank education first.

Beyond these class differences, there are critical policy differences among Latinos by generation
(Figures 7 and 8). For example, support for school vouchers declines between the first and second
generations, as does support for assistance to undocumented immigrants, which declines by nearly half
by the third generation. Although support for prayer in public schools remains the same over the
generations, support for the death penalty and abortion rights increases—pro-choice votes nearly double
between the first and third generations. Similarly, later-generation Latinos are less likely to think
homosexuality is “always wrong.” Such changing policy attitudes likely reflect the acculturation of Latinos
to dominant American values.

These generational differences are important given the large proportions of Hispanics who fall into
different age groups. Nationally, about two out of five Latinos are first generation foreign born (44 percent);
one out of three is second generation (30 percent), and one out of four is third generation or higher.
Among the states, New Mexico has the highest proportion of second-generation Hispanics (87 percent)
and Florida has the lowest proportion (28 percent). Within each state, these generational mixes will vary.
Port of entry communities, like the Pico Union district in Los Angeles, will have significantly greater
numbers of first generation Latinos than a suburban city like Whittier, California. Political attitudes will
vary significantly in these two communities even though they are less than 30 miles apart.

One very critical caveat to the saliency of Latino views is the fact that they—like the general electorate—
do not necessarily vote soley based on the issues. A recent national survey conducted by the Tomas
Rivera Policy Institute shows a high level of incongruence (27 percent) between Latino voters’ support
of issues and their support for a candidate. In other words, an individual may support gun control and
yet prefer the presidential candidate who opposes this position. Similarly, the 2001 Hart/Lake/Bendixen
survey found Latino attitudes toward President Bush to be much more favorable than Latino attitudes
toward the GOP on a number of domestic issues.

Source:  TRPI surveys

Figure 7
Latino Generational Differences on

Policy Attitudes

First Generation (G1)*          Second Generation & higher (G2+)
Supportive of school vouchers Slightly less supportive

Supportive of assistance to Less supportive
 undocumented immigrants

Support School Prayer Drops in second generation
 but remains the same in G3+

Oppose death penalty Less opposed
Oppose abortion Less opposed
Oppose gay rights Less opposed

* G1 Latinos may be divided into two categories.  Those Latinos who migrated as adults and
those who were children.  In the latter category, commonly called the 1.5 generation, attitudes
may more closely resemble those of G2 Latinos.

Figure 8
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Given all these factors, what can we predict about Hispanic partisan attachment?
First, there is no doubt that Hispanics overwhelmingly support the Democratic Party. And this support

strengthens with later generations of Hispanics. Still, one cannot underestimate the impact of President
Bush’s Latino courtship. His highly publicized outreach to Mexico, use of Spanish, and appointment of
Hispanics to highly visible administration posts may be creating a bifurcation of attitudes in the Hispanic
electorate—particularly among first generation voters. Specifically, Latinos may continue in their strong
support for the Democratic Party at the congressional and local levels while a segment, especially among
first generation Spanish-speaking voters, supports the GOP presidential nominee. We’ll know the answer
soon enough.

Second, partisan attachment will not flow from a simple ideological or ethnic paradigm.
Heterogeneous in their policy attitudes, Hispanics cannot easily be categorized as liberal or conservative.
And, while ethnicity may be a factor in determining their vote, Table 11 shows that it is not the only
factor. A national survey asking what group Latinos most identified with found that rather than having
an ethnic (Mexican American, Cuban American) or pan-ethnic (Hispanic/Latino) group identification, a
majority identified with “working families.” This finding underscores the importance of socioeconomic
issues (jobs, economic security, health insurance, and education) to many Hispanics and suggests that
the party to capture the issues of concern to “working families” will have the greatest impact on winning
the allegiance of Latino voters.

The Aspiration Agenda
 Since the Democratic Party is traditionally seen as the party of working families, Democrats have an

advantage in retaining the allegiance of Latinos with a “working families” political agenda. Virtually all
survey and demographic data suggest that traditional Democratic Party positions on health insurance,
gun control, education, and worker retraining resonate well among Hispanics. But a political approach
is key: The working families agenda should be presented in terms of providing the tools for upward
mobility, not the platform for an aggrieved minority group.

Like the immigrant groups of yesteryear, many Latinos believe the Horatio Alger dream. While millions
of Latino families struggle against poverty, the evidence suggests they are upwardly mobile as a group
and more hopeful about their chances for the future than they are resentful about unfair discrimination
in the past or present.

Many Latinos think that hard work and perseverance alone will improve both their own lives as well
as the lives of their children. More than four in five Hispanics believe “no matter how poor you start out
in this country, you can make it if you work hard,” a recent Bendixen poll found. And while the low-
income barrios that many Latinos live in do not represent ideal living conditions, life is better in the
barrios than in the countries from which many Latinos or their parents originated.

Moreover, there is a growing Latino middle class fueled partly by record-breaking rates of
improvement in joblessness and business ownership during the 1990s. Outpacing Americans as a whole,
unemployment among Latinos fell by more than half between 1992 and 2000 (from 11.6 percent to 5.7
percent, compared to a decline from 7.5 percent to 4 percent for Americans as a whole). The number of
Hispanic-owned businesses increased by some 230 percent during the 1990s, and by 1997, Latinos owned
20 percent of New Mexican businesses and roughly 15 percent of both Floridian and Texan businesses.
Today, more than 2.5 million Latino families in Texas and California—again, the states with the largest
Latino populations—are now middle class by U.S. census standards, earning more than $40,000 annually.
It is likely that this economic upward mobility lies behind Latinos’ hopeful outlook on the future, and
belief that hard work and personal responsibility will be rewarded.

Given this positive set of beliefs and outlooks, Latino voters will support an agenda based on the
idea that government should reward ordinary people’s hard work and personal responsibility with the
tools they need to improve their lives and offer more opportunity for their children—i.e., access to health
insurance, quality public education, job training, safe streets, affordable housing. This agenda of economic
aspiration can ultimately be framed in terms of family values, or what it takes to provide a better life for
your family. Regardless of income levels, gaining the support of Latinos—who, again, typically live in a
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traditional two-parent household with children present—requires a positive agenda responsive to the
needs of children and families.

Championing such a positive agenda for upward mobility also means helping Latino legal immigrants
become new Americans and access the opportunities available in the economic mainstream. The great
majority of Latino immigrants are not sojourners. Although there is widespread belief that many Latino
immigrants are in the United States temporarily before returning to their homeland, surveys find that
the vast majority of Latino legal immigrants who have lived in this country for more than five years plan
to remain here. Therefore, facilitating the complete integration of Latino immigrants into American society
through the naturalization process is but a first step in developing an agenda that captures the imagination
of first generation Latino voters.

A bold second step would be to congressionally legislate a National Select Commission on New
Americans to explore the issues immigrants face in American society. A pro-immigrant agenda should
also include more support for classes that teach English as a second language to adults, educational
reform, and better funding for public schools that have large numbers of immigrant children, as well as
consumer protections and better opportunities for home ownership.

Bearing in mind Latinos’ hopeful outlook and desire to be in the mainstream of opportunity, it would
be counterproductive to take a political approach centered on Latinos as an aggrieved minority group.
While it remains vital to aggressively counter discrimination, the fact that Latinos’ focus on the basic
tools of upward mobility (jobs, education, healthcare, and the rights and privileges of citizenship) shows
that they believe it is lack of those tools—not discrimination—that largely holds them back from making
a better life for themselves and their families.

Speaking to Latinos: To “Habla Espanol” or Not?
The frequent use of Spanish by President Bush during his addresses to Latino audiences has received

much media attention. While the practice of candidates trying out their fledging Spanish resonates well
with a segment of Hispanics, this does not mean that the only way to reach them is exclusively through
the use of the Spanish language.

As Table 12 demonstrates, a monolingual Spanish approach may miss large segments of the Hispanic
population, especially among younger voters. English language ability differs among young and older
Hispanics who speak Spanish at home. There is a 20-point difference between young Latinos (5 to 17
years of age) in their ability to speak English “very well” and older Latinos (18 to 64 years of age).

While large proportions of the Latino population are bilingual, what is often forgotten is the power
of U.S. culture in Americanizing the Latino immigrant. In a national survey, 70 percent of Latino parents
state that their children watch television in English, not Spanish.18 There is also strong evidence that
Latinos as a whole are bilingual in their media consumption. In fact, Hispanic TV-viewing habits can be
segmented into three components: approximately 20 percent of the community is monolingual English
viewers, 20 percent are monolingual Spanish viewers, and 60 percent watch television in both languages.

Roughly half of Hispanic voters said that the ability of a candidate to speak Spanish was a positive
factor in their assessment of the candidate. Although this view does not appear to vary by ethnicity, low-
income and first-generation Hispanics were the ones most likely to say that speaking Spanish was an
important factor. While President Bush’s positive impression gained from speaking Spanish to certain
Hispanic voters should not be discounted, focusing exclusively on Spanish-language campaign ads,
particularly television, would miss vital segments of the Hispanic electorate. A truly bilingual approach
is needed to reach all segments of the Hispanic electorate (Figure 8).

Mobilizing Latinos: A Tale of Two Counties
It is now conventional political wisdom that Gov. Pete Wilson’s enthusiastic promotion of Proposition

187 (the anti-immigration initiative), while an effective short run strategy, had disastrous consequences
for the Republican Party in California in the 1990s.19 The issue polarized more than one million Latino
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voters, who were credited with turning over the state legislature to Democrats and solidly placing the
state in the Democratic column for the past two presidential elections.20

In Texas, the second largest Hispanic state, such dramatic changes did not occur. To appreciate the
differences between the two states, one can examine two urban counties, Harris County in Houston,
Texas, and Los Angeles County in California. As Table 13 illustrates, Latino voter registration in Harris
County increased from 95,441 to over 170,000, or approximately 79 percent, between 1992 and 1998.
However, turnout rates for Latinos in Harris County declined throughout this period. They dropped by
almost 11 percent between the presidential elections of 1992 and 1996, and by the same amount between
the off-year elections of 1994 and 1998.

In contrast, Los Angeles experienced gains in both Latino registration and voter turnout between
1994 and 2000. Table 14 shows the growth in registration and the growth in turnout among Latinos in the
presidential and congressional year elections. Between 1994 and 1998, Latino voting increased by 49
percent. Similarly, the number of Latinos voting increased by 42 percent from 1996 to 2000. In both
instances, actual voter turnout rates increased at the same time that the raw number of registered Latinos
voters increased.21

What accounts for the difference in voting turnout between the two counties? In Los Angeles County,
three consecutive statewide initiatives polarizing and mobilizing the Latino community were on the
ballot, Propositions 187 (anti-immigrant measure), 209 (anti-affirmative action) and 227 (anti-bilingual
education). Meanwhile, organized labor initiated large-scale voter registration and get-out-the-vote drives.
As a result, Latinos turned out in Los Angeles County in 2000 at nearly the same rate as voters overall,
(62.9 percent Hispanic v. 65.3 percent overall.)

In Harris County, Latinos were not subjected to the same type of polarizing politics as were Latinos
in California; organized labor did not engage in voter registration and GOTV to the same scale.  The
result? While voter registration went up in that Harris, voter turnout did not increase, and in fact, it
actually declined. Barring polarizing electoral measures, such as the ones that occurred in California,
what will mobilize the Hispanic electorate?

Latino Voter Registration and Turnout
Voter mobilization by Latino groups, as opposed to non-ethnic voter drives, appears to be among the

most effective means of getting out the Latino vote. A report by TRPI researchers indicates that Latinos
who are encouraged to vote as a result of personal contacts by influential Latinos are much more likely to
vote than those who are not contacted. Such voter mobilization campaigns, although expensive and
time-consuming, have proven very effective.

Because such campaigns are labor intensive, however, their reach is too narrow. Table 15 indicates,
for example, that fewer than 20 percent of Latino citizens were contacted in California and Florida.
Citizens who are better educated and have higher incomes were most likely to be contacted, even though
it is the poor and less educated who are least likely to vote. Well-designed mobilization campaigns
targeting registered voters who are most unlikely to vote could have immediate and substantial results
in increasing turnout.

A strategy focused on personal contact with unlikely voters runs counter to many current campaign
practices that emphasize media outreach and telephone banks targeting the most likely voters. However,
if the Latino vote is ever to realize its full potential, voter mobilization strategies must concentrate on
native-born non-voters and newly naturalized citizens. This calls for a return to old-fashioned
campaigning or “field work,” and the development of innovative ways to link recognized leaders to
these potential voters. The AFL-CIO campaigns targeting newly naturalized and registered Latino voters
in Los Angeles are one model to emulate.

While voter registration drives are essential, they are not sufficient. Once registered, these voters
must be turned out.

Finally, we need to know more about what works. Without well-designed evaluations and
benchmarking of mobilization campaigns in Latino communities, we cannot make the informed
investments we need in order to maximize Latino turnout.22
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The author is indebted to Matt Barreto, a political science doctoral student at the University of Califor-
nia, Irvine for his research and assistance. Also to Dr. Jongho Lee, TRPI senior research associate and
Professor Louis DeSipio of the University of California, Irvine for their constructive comments on an
earlier draft of this paper.

Conclusion
Three decades ago, the Latino vote was unknown at the national level. When it was referred to at the

state level or local levels, it was often dismissingly stereotyped as the “sleeping giant.” Times have
changed. Considering a variety of factors—nearly 5,000 Hispanic elected officials nationwide, an expected
six million voters participating in the next presidential election, Latinos being the dominant minority in
many states, and the strong political clout to swing statewide races in major states—the Latino political
presence has undoubtedly arrived and is a political reality. To effectively reach and mobilize this
community, it is necessary to have an in-depth understanding of the heterogeneity of Latino political
perspectives as well as an understanding of the common issues of concern.

Dr. Harry P. Pachon is president of the Tomás Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI), the country’s
premier research institute on Latino issues in Claremont, California, and the Luther Lee Profes-
sor of Public Policy at the Claremont Graduate University. Dr. Pachon is a founding board
member of the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO) Edu-
cational Fund. He has authored numerous articles in professional journals and co-authored three
books on U.S. Latino politics and political behavior.
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Appendix

Source: United States Census 2000

Table 1
Top 10 States with Latino Populations

etatS
etatS

noitalupoP
onitaL

noitalupoP

egatnecreP
SUfo
onitaL

noitalupoP

evitalimuC
egatnecreP

ainrofilaC 055,666,23 689,211,01 %6.82 %6.82

saxeT 416,957,91 538,268,5 %6.61 %3.54

kroYweN 103,571,81 829,426,2 %4.7 %7.25

adirolF 089,519,41 144,342,2 %4.6 %0.95

sionillI 623,540,21 903,422,1 %5.3 %5.26

yesreJweN 110,511,8 110,400,1 %8.2 %4.56

anozirA 136,866,4 228,330,1 %9.2 %3.86

ocixeMweN 139,637,1 982,007 %0.2 %3.07

odaroloC 179,079,3 615,775 %6.1 %9.17

sttesuhcassaM 231,741,6 610,773 %1.1 %0.37
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ytnuoC etatS
onitaL

noitalupoP
0002ni

ciremuN
egnahC

tnecreP
egnahC

tnecreP
onitaL

notneB RA 964,31 011,21 %1.198 %8.8

htysroF CN 775,91 574,71 %4.138 %4.6

notgnihsaW RA 239,21 604,11 %4.747 %2.8

mahruD CN 930,71 589,41 %6.927 %6.7

dleiftihW AG 914,81 890,61 %6.396 %1.22

ttenniwG AG 731,46 766,55 %2.756 %9.01

grebnelkceM CN 178,44 871,83 %4.075 %5.6

ekaW CN 589,33 985,82 %8.925 %4.5

llaH AG 242,72 486,22 %8.925 %6.91

trahklE NI 003,61 863,31 %8.925 %9.8

Table 2
Population Growth of Top 10 Counties with over 10,000 Latinos

Source: TRPI analysis of 1990 and 2000 United States Census reports
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ytnuoC etatS
latoT
onitaL

noitalupoP
nacixeM

otreuP
naciR

lartneC
naciremA

notneB RA 964,31 %52.17 %66.1 %37.01

htysroF CN 775,91 %37.27 %27.4 %87.6

notgnihsaW RA 239,21 %32.57 %31.1 %92.8

mahruD CN 930,71 %46.46 %34.4 %49.31

dleiftihW AG 914,81 %43.58 %53.1 %41.4

ttenniwG AG 731,46 %51.65 %15.6 %15.9

grebnelkceM CN 178,44 %77.45 %58.6 %58.11

ekaW CN 589,33 %21.36 %07.7 %43.8

llaH AG 242,72 %97.38 %45.1 %80.4

trahklE NI 003,61 %93.18 %45.4 %26.3

Table 3
Nationality of Latino Population, Top 10 Counties with over 10,000 Latinos

Source:  TRPI  analysis of United States Census data
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latoT
sonitaL

srebmuN
ngieroFfo

nroB
sonitaL

egatnecreP
ngieroFfo

nroB
sonitaL

srebmuN
evitaNfo

nroB
sonitaL

egatnecreP
evitaNfo

nroB
sonitaL

detinU
setatS

000,003,53 000,174,51 %44 000,928,91 %65

adirolF 517,286,2 660,029,1 %27 946,267 %82

kroYweN 385,768,2 377,818,1 %36 018,840,1 %73

yesreJweN 191,711,1 952,906 %55 239,705 %54

sionillI 262,035,1 150,196 %54 112,938 %55

ainrofilaC 655,669,01 695,986,4 %34 069,672,6 %75

anozirA 716,592,1 663,084 %73 152,518 %36

saxeT 666,966,6 343,751,2 %23 323,215,4 %86

odaroloC 106,537 346,302 %82 859,135 %27

ocixeMweN 683,567 768,79 %31 915,766 %78

Table 4
Foreign Born vs. Native Born

Latino Population by State in 2000

Source: United States Census 2000
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Table 5
Growth in Naturalization

Persons from Selected Latin American Countries
Nationalized in California and the United States

Source: INS Statistical yearbooks, 1990-1999

raeY ainrofilaC setatSdetinU

0991 176,5 985,26

1991 926,51 222,07

2991 818,4 085,65

3991 462,8 578,78

4991 304,61 988,521

5991 121,44 245,471

6991 726,881 138,854

7991 399,98 554,442

8991 312,76 962,981

9991 065,231 619,923

latoT 992,375 861,008,1
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Table 6
Percentage of Hispanic Vote Needed

for 1% Shift in Statewide Election 2000

Source:  TRPI  analysis of United States Census data

etatS
setoVlatoT

tsaC
onitaLlatoT
tsaCsetoV

latoT
egatnecreP

etoVonitaLfo
tfihs%1rof

anozirA 000,446,1 000,742 %3.3

ainrofilaC 000,984,11 000,795,1 %6.3

odaroloC 000,336,1 000,851 %2.5

adirolF 000,600,6 000,876 %4.4

sionillI 000,030,5 000,812 %5.11

yesreJweN 000,473,3 000,971 %4.9

ocixeMweN 000,746 000,191 %7.1

kroYweN 000,400,7 000,205 %0.7

saxeT 000,500,7 000,003,1 %7.2
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G1 Foreign Born Latinos
G2 Children of Immigrants
G3 Grandchildren and Beyond of Immigrants

Table 7
Latino Party Identification by Generation

Source:  TRPI  analysis of United States Census data

24.414.153.1G3+

26.91251.4G2

31.811.434.2G1

IndependentRepublicanDemocrat

24.414.153.1G3+

26.91251.4G2

31.811.434.2G1

IndependentRepublicanDemocrat

Table 8
Support for 2000 Presidential Candidates

Source:  Barreto et al., 2002

15.7%28.8%55.5%Total

15.4%28.1%56.5%Other

10.3%70.0%19.7%Cuban

17.3%18.5%64.1%Puerto Rican

16.7%21.7%61.6%Mexican

12.1%61.0%26.9%Florida

14.5%15.4%70.1%New York

16.2%29.3%54.5%Texas

18.7%21.5%59.8%Illinois

16.9%16.4%66.7%California

UndecidedBushGore

15.7%28.8%55.5%Total

15.4%28.1%56.5%Other

10.3%70.0%19.7%Cuban

17.3%18.5%64.1%Puerto Rican

16.7%21.7%61.6%Mexican

12.1%61.0%26.9%Florida

14.5%15.4%70.1%New York

16.2%29.3%54.5%Texas

18.7%21.5%59.8%Illinois

16.9%16.4%66.7%California

UndecidedBushGore
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Table 9
Latino Political Views Vary

Source:  TRPI analysis of United States Census data
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Table 10
Issue Priority for the Latino Community in Selected States

Source:  TRPI analysis of United States Census data

22.3%22.2%19.5%20.7%17.7%Other

1.5%1.4%1.7%2.0%1.4%Health Care

2.4%3.7%2.8%1.4%1.4%Family Values

2.4%4.8%3.7%5.2%3.0%Drugs

4.0%2.3%5.1%8.3%7.2%Crime

8.0%5.4%2.5%5.7%8.6%Immigration

6.1%6.3%8.8%7.8%8.0%Economy

9.5%13.6%15.8%12.6%8.6%Unemployment/Jobs

14.1%15.6%8.2%12.6%10.8%Race Relations/Discrimination

21.7%20.7%27.1%19.5%27.1%Education/Schools

FloridaNew YorkTexasIllinoisCaliforniaIssue

22.3%22.2%19.5%20.7%17.7%Other

1.5%1.4%1.7%2.0%1.4%Health Care

2.4%3.7%2.8%1.4%1.4%Family Values

2.4%4.8%3.7%5.2%3.0%Drugs

4.0%2.3%5.1%8.3%7.2%Crime

8.0%5.4%2.5%5.7%8.6%Immigration

6.1%6.3%8.8%7.8%8.0%Economy

9.5%13.6%15.8%12.6%8.6%Unemployment/Jobs

14.1%15.6%8.2%12.6%10.8%Race Relations/Discrimination

21.7%20.7%27.1%19.5%27.1%Education/Schools

FloridaNew YorkTexasIllinoisCaliforniaIssue

Table 11
Latino Self-Identification

Source:  TRPI analysis of United States Census data

11%Do Not Identify With Any

1%Liberals

4%Gays and Lesbians

8%Republicans

13%Suburban families

16%Conservatives

13%The Christian right

18%Soccer Moms

19%The elderly

13%Union members

22%Minorities

32%Democrats

43%Latinos or Hispanics

46%Working families
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19%The elderly
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Table 12
English Fluency Among Spanish Speakers in the United States

Source:  TRPI analysis of United States Census data

71-5segA 46-81 revo&56 71-5segA 46-81 revo&56

anozirA 999,632 915,246 877,84 yesreJweN 382,202 474,996 795,64

yreV
llew %8.56 %7.25 %4.84 yreV

llew %3.27 %0.94 %3.63

lleW %3.41 %7.41 %4.91 lleW %8.71 %8.91 %2.41

llewtoN %6.41 %4.61 %4.31 llewtoN %0.8 %6.12 %8.32

tatoN
lla %3.5 %2.61 %8.81 tatoN

lla %8.1 %6.9 %7.52

ainrofilaC 480,251,2 760,872,5 275,914 weN
ocixeM 241,49 238,023 339,25

yreV
llew %1.66 %0.44 %6.14 yreV

llew %4.47 %0.47 %0.25

lleW %1.02 %9.81 %9.71 lleW %1.71 %3.31 %7.52

llewtoN %0.11 %4.22 %(.81 llewtoN %4.6 %4.8 %1.21

tatoN
lla %9.2 %8.41 %6.12 tatoN

lla %1.2 %3.4 %3.9

odaroloC 465,57 567,292 766,81 kroYweN 523,545 692,556,1 171,061

yreV
llew %2.25 %5.94 %7.55 yreV

llew %1.17 %2.15 %4.53

lleW %2.62 %7.71 %5.42 lleW %8.91 %5.91 %6.71

llewtoN %3.81 %2.91 %8.41 llewtoN %2.7 %0.12 %8.52

tatoN
lla %9.2 %6.31 %0.5 tatoN

lla %9.1 %2.8 %3.12

adirolF 967,344 423,795,1 076,462 saxeT 532,962,1 399,555,3 398,543

yreV
llew %1.77 %8.45 %9.92 yreV
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lla %8.2 %2.9 %0.42 tatoN

lla %6.2 59.11 %7.42
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Table 14
 Latino Registration and Turnout in Los Angeles County, 1994-2000

Source:  Tomás Rivera  Policy Institute analysis of United States Census data

Table 13
 Latino Registration and Turnout in Harris County, 1992-1996

Source:  Tomás Rivera  Policy Institute analysis of United States Census data
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Source: Tomás Rivera Policy Institute  survey of 1200 Latino registered voters

Table 15
Percent of Latino Voters Contacted by Organizations, by State

etatS sretoVdetcatnoCtnecreP
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