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■ ■1 The Growing Presence of Latinos 

in the United States

In early spring 2006, an inspiring and impressive demonstration of 
latino political action poured into the streets of American cities to 
advocate for a comprehensive reform to the existing immigration 

regime in the United states and against an approach—captured in 
House of representatives Bill 4437 (Border Protection, Antiterrorism, 
and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005)—built on the criminal-
ization of undocumented immigrants and their supporters. marches 
occurred in more than 125 cities between march 10 and may 1, and 
included an estimated three million people. A general strike on may 1 
shuttered dozens of food processing plants across the heartland, closed 
schools and businesses, and shut down countless construction sites in 
the United states. Collectively, these marches and the strike repre-
sented the largest single civil rights action in American history.
 As much as these actions were both inspiring and impressive, 
the adjective most used by social scientists who are students of la-
tino life in the United states is “surprising.” That is, almost nothing we 
“know” about latinos from the work of social scientists and human-
ists would have predicted these events. These actions were surprising 
in any number of ways. First, they suggested latino communities to be 
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far more politicized and mobilizable than current scholarship had sug-
gested. second, they demonstrated more substantial pan-ethnic soli-
darity than might otherwise be expected. There appears to have been 
significant puerto rican and Cuban participation, despite the distinct 
legal arrangements that make immigration a nonissue for these two 
groups. There appeared to be significant participation and support by 
native-born citizens of the United states, belying the claim made by 
some immigration opponents that latino citizens are not supportive 
of unauthorized immigrants. surveys taken by the latino policy Coali-
tion and others suggested widespread approval of the actions by latino 
citizens and noncitizens alike.
 perhaps most importantly, however, the marches arguably signified 
critical and interesting predispositions among latinos. To some de-
gree, the marches simultaneously communicated dissatisfaction with 
current and proposed policy while also implicitly demonstrating a level 
of trust in the political system. Clearly, the marchers were unhappy 
with both the immigration status quo and the proposed legislation. 
But, by taking to the streets, they also signaled their belief that polit-
ical action within the U.s. political system can yield policy change, a 
surprisingly efficacious stance. And finally, the marches, the demands, 
and the trappings of the action (replete with countless American flags) 
consciously and unconsciously communicated a collective commitment 
to making a life in the United states. Though clearly undertaken as a 
political strategy, the marchers’ actions and even their very presence 
served to stake a claim to formal and informal inclusion in the Ameri-
can polity. it was, in the last analysis, a demand for membership.
 We might see the marches as the culmination of the political pro-
cess begun in 1994 with the latino reaction to California proposition 
187, which prohibited providing most state services to those suspected 
of being undocumented immigrants. And some of the literature on 
latino politics, since the late 1990s, had begun to identify some of 
the small but important changes in latino political life that may have 
culminated in the events of 2006 (Fraga and ramírez 2003; pantoja, 
ramírez, and segura 2001). But we would be wrong not to recognize 
that our academic understanding of the latino community, broadly 
construed, stands at odds with what was observed that spring. The pre-
ponderance of existing work documented a population that was polit-
ically disconnected, slow to mobilization and generally inattentive to 
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politics, fractured along national-origin lines, and more likely to be the 
targets of political action than the actors themselves. Whatever else 
the marches of 2006 may have accomplished, they made it clear that 
our collective knowledge of latino political orientations was, at best, 
incomplete and, quite possibly, dated beyond usefulness.
 This project, begun well before the marches took place, proceeded 
largely from that assumption. That is, we began in the spring of 2002 
with the creeping suspicion that things had changed, were continuing 
to change and changing quickly, and that political science may have, 
to a large extent, missed these changes. The decade of the 1990s wit-
nessed the emergence and proliferation of statewide ballot initiatives, 
generally or specifically targeted at latinos. simultaneously, the immi-
grant population was exploding while immigrants of a previous wave, 
whose status had been adjusted by the 1986 immigration reform and 
Control Act (irCA), entered the electorate in surprisingly high num-
bers. latino communities were emerging in places that had little or 
no experience with immigration, chasing jobs in southeastern carpet 
mills, southern poultry plants, midwestern slaughterhouses, and in 
construction throughout much of the country. latino politicians sought 
and won elective office in growing numbers and in a larger array of 
locations than previously. A republican candidate for president made 
outreach to latinos a signature effort of his campaign; simultaneously, 
nativist elements of his own party made anti-immigrant politics a pop-
ular feature of GOp campaigns and rhetoric—all of which is to say 
that the political, social, economic, and demographic landscape had 
changed with results we were beginning to witness.
 it is to these developments, and their implications for latino life in 
the United states, that this project is addressed.

Demonstrable Changes in Latino Life—
Has Political Science Missed the Boat?

Our take on the peculiar features and important aspects of the la-
tino communities in the United states today is driven in large mea-
sure by three important characteristics of social scientists and their 
impact on what we know and can learn. First and foremost, academic 
training emphasizes the existing body of knowledge as the baseline 
from which we begin any new effort at discovery. The “literature,” with 
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its long-held assumptions and well-established findings, serves as the 
foundation for new investigation. Attempting to move past the litera-
ture is difficult, and the logic of the Kuhnian epistemology that dom-
inates contemporary social science suggests that evidence must be 
particularly strong if “received knowledge” is to be overturned.
 The literature on latino political behavior has evolved substan-
tially in recent years (Fraga et al. 2006b). However, much of what we 
know about latino political behavior, the long-held findings and foun-
dational claims, is driven by data collected in the 1989 latino national 
political survey (lnps). The population of latinos in the United states 
has changed drastically since the collection of those data. in fact, when 
we consider that the population of latinos in the 1990 census was 
22.4 million persons, some of whom have passed on in the interven-
ing years, compared to 43.2 million in 2006, the universe of poten-
tial respondents to the lnps represent fewer than half of the universe 
of latino residents of the United states today. This is not to say that 
none of the findings of the survey regarding latino political and social 
attitudes and experiences applies today. Certainly many things have 
stayed the same (which is interesting in and of itself, and we have more 
to say about this in this chapter). But with such a dramatically enlarged 
and new population, other things may have—indeed, must have—
changed. Geographic, ethnic, and generational diversity collectively 
reshape the range of potential experiences—social, economic, and 
political—that together account for latino life in the United states. so 
although some things remain largely as the literature suggests, there is 
at least the potential for others to have changed drastically.
 What exactly has changed and with what effect?
 First, the latino population is much larger and represents a larger 
share of the national population. The 2006 American Community sur-
vey of the U.s. Census Bureau estimates that latinos make up 14.8% 
of the U.s. population while African Americans are 12% (U.s. Census 
Bureau 2006). Unlike African Americans, however, latinos are pro-
jected to grow as a percentage of the population; African Americans 
are expected to remain at their current proportion. One projection 
estimates that by 2050 latinos will make up almost 25% of the popu-
lation; Caucasians may be a slim majority at 52% of the nation’s pop-
ulation. it is projected that latinos might make up as much as 33% of 
the population in 2100 (U.s. Census Bureau 2002).



The Growing Presence of Latinos in the United States  b  5

 second, the national origin of the U.s. latino population is in-
creasingly diverse. people of mexican origin have been in the United 
states in sizable numbers since at least the end of the war between 
mexico and the United states in 1848; puerto ricans became part of 
the United states in 1898 as a result of the spanish-American War. 
some people of Cuban origin have lived in the United states since 
its earliest days, but significant numbers have come to this country 
since 1960 as a result of the Cuban revolution. in 1990, people of 
mexican descent represented 60.3% of latinos in the United states; 
puerto ricans made up 12.2%, and Cubans 4.7%. By 2006, those of 
mexican descent increased to make up 64.2% of all latinos; however, 
substantial immigration from the latin Caribbean, Central America, 
and south America reduced the percentage of puerto ricans and Cu-
bans to 9.0% and 3.4%, respectively. Dominicans now make up 2.8% 
of all latinos; those from countries in Central America comprise 
7.6%, those from south America are 5.5%, and those self-described 
as “Other Hispanic or latino” comprise 7.7% (U.s. Census Bureau 
2006).
 Third, latino population growth is driven by both continued im-
migration and native birth. irCA regularized the immigration status 
of a significant number of people, none of whom were eligible to enter 
the citizenry, much less the electorate, when the first lnps was con-
ducted in 1989–1990. subsequent research documented reluctance on 
the part of the mexican American population to naturalize and gener-
ally found consistently low levels of political participation among those 
who did (Desipio 1996). However, changes in mexican nationality law 
and the natural progression of those newly documented to citizenship 
eligibility resulted in a boom in naturalization beginning in the early 
to mid-1990s. in California, for example, this boom was accelerated 
further by the politicization of ethnicity resulting from immigrant-tar-
geted ballot initiatives and by immigrant-unfriendly provisions of the 
1996 personal responsibility and Work Opportunity reconciliation 
Act (pl 104-193), more commonly known as “welfare reform.” How-
ever, the largest source of population growth has not been immigra-
tion, but native births. For example, although only 44.4% of all latinos 
currently residing in the United states are native born, 85.6% of all 
latinos under age eighteen years are native born, whereas 39.4% of 
latinos over eighteen are native born.
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 Fourth, the 2000 Census shows that latinos now have a clear 
national presence, no longer confined to the southwestern states, Flor-
ida, new york City, and Chicago. in 1990, latinos were the largest 
minority group in only 16 of the 50 states, and their share of the popu-
lation exceeded 5% in only 15 states. in 2000, latinos outnumbered all 
other minorities in 23 states, and their population exceeded 5% in 23 
states. Table 1-1 lists the states that experienced the largest percentage 
growth in their latino populations between 1990 and 2000. Although 
latinos still represent relatively small percentages of their respective 
state populations, the top four states in terms of percentage growth 
were north Carolina (394%), Arkansas (337%), Georgia (300%), and 
Tennessee (278%), states without any history of significant latino pres-
ence before the mid-1990s.
 The importance of this geographic dispersion should not be under-
estimated. These population growth rates might appear inflated as a 
consequence of the very low starting point. But in states like Geor-
gia, nevada, and north Carolina, the growth is so substantial that 
the population numbers are sufficient to begin triggering federal vot-
ing rights Act claims for representation at the state legislative and—
soon—congres sional level. That is, the actual number of latinos in 
these locales is beginning to have significant political implications.

Table 1-1  sTaTes wiTh The largesT 
percenTage laTino populaTion 
increase, 1990–2000

	 Percent	 Total	Latino	
State	 Change	 Population

north Carolina 394 378,963
Arkansas 337  86,666
Georgia 300 435,227
Tennessee 278 123,838
nevada 217 393,970
south Carolina 211  95,067
Alabama 208  75,830
Kentucky 173  59,939
minnesota 166 143,382
nebraska 155  94,425
iowa 153  82,473
mississippi  148  39,569
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 Fifth, latino voters are now the recipients of overtures from both 
major political parties and from national, state, and local candidates 
for public office. At least since the 1960s, latino voters in states such 
as Texas and California have received targeted campaigning from can-
didates running in contested elections. This was the case when the 
Kennedy campaign established their viva Kennedy Clubs and rich-
ard nixon pursued his “Hispanic strategy” in his 1972 reelection cam-
paign. in 2000, however, something unprecedented happened. The 
Bush campaign chose to make his knowledge of and respect for latino 
communities a foundational part of his broader public image to por-
tray him as a “compassionate conservative” to the entire country. 
Although it can be argued that this approach was more symbolic than 
substantive, it is hard to deny that the Bush campaign mainstreamed 
latinos as potentially important players in American national poli-
tics (Fraga and leal 2004). moreover, latino population growth has 
sometimes translated into electoral growth that has made latino vot-
ers a key segment of electoral victories in important states. Although 
latinos make up only a small percentage of the overall national elec-
torate, they are located in states that are of strategic importance to 
both republican and Democratic candidates. California is now one of 
the strongest Democratic states in the country because latino voters, 
now estimated at approximately 17% of the statewide electorate, vote 
Democratic at margins of about 7 to 3, thus being key determinants 
of Democratic victories when the white vote splits relatively closely. 
latino voters in Florida have been very significant components of 
close republican and sometimes even Democratic statewide victories 
in recent elections. The continued growth in the latino electorate in 
key states in the southwest, including nevada, Arizona, Colorado, and 
new mexico, made these states key targets of 2008 presidential can-
didates. Do latinos see themselves as key players in contested elec-
tions? How does one reconcile this apparent position of latino voters 
as important to attaining winning margins of victory with the way that 
latino immigrants are often targeted for deportation in much of the 
current immigration debate?
 sixth, the number of latino and latina elected officials has grown 
consistently over the past twenty years and there is every reason to 
believe that their number will continue to grow at significant rates. 
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The national Association of latino elected and Appointed Officials 
counted 4,004 latino elected officials in 1990. By 2006, that num-
ber was just over 5,600, a nearly 40% increase. The plurality of these 
officials serves on school boards and city councils, local levels of gov-
ernment responsible for critical services affecting latino children 
and the quality of life of latino families. latinos have also increased 
their presence in state legislatures. in California, for example, latino 
members of both the Assembly and the senate are a critical compo-
nent of their respective Democratic caucuses. By 2008, California 
had its third latino speaker of the Assembly. in that year, three lati-
nos served in the U.s. senate: Ken salazar (D-CO), robert menen-
dez (D-nJ), and mel martinez (r-Fl). Bill richardson, a latino of 
mixed Caucasian and mexican heritage who is the current governor of 
new mexico, was a declared candidate to be the Democratic nominee 
for president of the United states in the 2008 presidential primaries. 
in 2009, sonia sotomayor was confirmed as the first latina justice on 
the supreme Court. How does this growth in latino political repre-
sentation affect senses of latino political efficacy? As a result of this 
increase in descriptive representation, do latinos feel more a part of 
American society? Do they see politics as a way to further enhance 
their chances for upward mobility in the United states?
 The dramatic changes we have just recounted—rapid popula-
tion growth, national origin diversification, geographic dispersion, 
clear growth in latino political incorporation as voters and as elected 
officials—all portend significant variation in the social, economic, and 
political experiences of America’s latino population. new settlements 
in the south and rural midwest expose latinos to entirely new social 
contexts with interesting results—some predictable, some less so. sim-
ilarly, the growth of second- and third-generation cohorts suggests the 
emergence of a latino population whose experiences with American 
society, grasp of American politics, and sense of power in American 
politics may differ considerably from earlier cohorts. The mixing of 
previously distinct (and geographically distant) national-origin com-
munities such as mexicans, puerto ricans, and Cubans, as well as the 
arrival of larger numbers of new communities such as Dominicans, 
salvadorans, Colombians, and others, raises new questions about pan-
ethnic identification, cooperation, and competition, a demographic 
reality almost unheard of just 15 years ago.
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 it is, indeed, likely that all of these changes will have some effect 
on latino attitudes, views, and social experiences. The first challenge 
in this project, then, was for us to set aside our long-held expectations, 
expectations generally fortified by the academic literature, but driven 
by a social and political reality long-past.

The Presence—and Significance—
of Continuity

A second characteristic of social scientists is to regard social change 
as interesting—more interesting, in fact, than social continuity. Few 
papers find their way into the pages of the American Political Science 
Review or the American Sociological Review whose findings can be 
summarized as entirely consistent with previous work and with intu-
itive expectations—no difference, no change, nothing new. For that 
reason (and others), there is a fetishism of change in the social sci-
ence community that actually might be inherently misleading in other 
ways. specifically, by focusing on change and its legion of potential 
causes—demographic and otherwise—we overlook the many circum-
stances of latino Americans today that look very much like they did a 
generation ago. This level of continuity should be interesting, however, 
because it serves as potential evidence of important social forces that 
we must address.
 specifically, with significant change in the geographic diversity of 
the latino population, the presence of more and more varied genera-
tions, and the growth of latino political power, the persistence of one 
or more social indicators—for example, latino poverty or high school 
dropout rates—must, of necessity, suggest the presence of social forces 
not endogenous to the demography. That is, the absence of change on 
important measures of social well-being, political engagement, or any 
other dimension highlights an underlying “sameness” in the experi-
ences of latinos in the United states across time and space.
 From where might this similarity of life experiences originate? 
some might suggest some form of cultural deficiency; that is, one or 
more cultural elements common to latinos across national-origin 
groups and across generations and cohorts that shape outcomes on 
key measures. The evidence for these claims has always been sus-
pect and the evidence to the contrary palpable (see Hero 1992). 
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Alternatively, persistently poor showings on a variety of social in-
dicators may suggest the presence of one or more structural disad-
vantages, structures that transcend generations and exact a toll on 
most latinos—those coming of age in the late 1980s and those today, 
twenty years later—in a similar manner. likely candidates may in-
clude white flight from school systems, persistently hostile reception 
among Anglos (non-Hispanic whites) in the United states, and other 
opportunities foreclosed.
 Whatever the cause, it is our contention here that social constancy 
is as interesting and important as social change. Our second challenge 
in this project, one as important as the first, was not simply to assume 
that everything we knew was wrong, outdated, or even eroding signif-
icantly. some of the received knowledge of the earlier generation of 
work likely still applies.

Confounding Elements of Complexity 
in Latino America

examining these elements of continuity and change is made somewhat 
more difficult by the exceeding complexity of the phenomena at issue. 
it may seem trite and somewhat obvious to identify complexity as an 
issue—after all, most social phenomena are complex. We suggest, how-
ever, that specific characteristics of latino populations introduce lev-
els of complexity that complicate and confound our efforts to capture 
the nature of latino life in the United states today. specifically, diver-
sification by generation, national origin, and legal status, as well as 
widely disparate perceptions of latino identity and place in American 
society, make generalization treacherous and conclusions profoundly 
contingent.
 A number of examples illustrate this point, we believe. A signifi-
cant share of foreign-born latinos in the United states—and a share of 
both our focus group subjects and survey respondents—are unauthor-
ized immigrants. When we query subjects about their comfort level in 
their new communities, their perceptions of government responsive-
ness, or their willingness to engage non-latinos in social and political 
relations, the answers must be contingent on this question of status. An 
answer detailing significant social alienation or distrust in government 
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means different things coming from a U.s. citizen of latino ances-
try than it does from an unauthorized immigrant, whose alienation or 
mistrust might well be justified or, from the standpoint of survival and 
safety, even advisable.
 A second example raises the important issue of nationality differ-
ences and how they might interact with immigration and opportunities 
for transnational communities. Cuban immigrants, as a consequence 
of U.s. policy, face a very different and more accepting immigration 
regime than mexicans on the one hand, but have a much more difficult 
time maintaining contact and family relations with individuals back 
in Cuba on the other. Contrast both of these experiences with that of 
puerto ricans, whose status as U.s. citizens affords them the great-
est political rights of any group and the freest opportunity for contact, 
travel, and circular migration, opportunities that are far more difficult 
for unauthorized mexican immigrants and essentially impossible for 
many Cubans. The effect of these differences can cut in surprising and 
unexpected ways. When we examine questions of community building 
and civic and political engagement in the United states among those 
born elsewhere, the opportunity is undoubtedly greatest for puerto 
ricans. But the motivation to build a life and community here—in the 
absence of meaningful access to circular or reverse migration—may 
well be greatest for Cubans or unauthorized mexicans.
 Generation and identity with pan-ethnic labels such “Hispanic” 
and “latino” vary in important ways as well. some third-, fourth-, or 
nth-generation latinos in the United states may have entirely different 
perceptions of American society and their place in it when compared 
to newcomers; alternatively, they may have surprising empathy for the 
circumstances of newcomers if collective memories of the immigra-
tion experience—or direct social or familial connection with others 
of more recent vintage—sensitizes them to these realities. similarly, 
identification with pan-ethnic labels varies across individuals and may 
be driven by the proximity of latinos to other national-origin groups, 
levels of political awareness and interest, or even something as simple 
as familiarity with racial and ethnic terminology in American society. 
To the extent that collective political action and interests presuppose 
an awareness of commonalities and a sympathy of interests, variation 
in generation, empathy for the immigration experience, and sense of 
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pan-ethnic solidarity will inevitably shape individual latinos’ percep-
tions of the American experience.
 Our point, of course, is that we cannot merely describe “a” latino 
experience but, rather, because of clearly identifiable and important 
social, legal, and political forces, we must identify a variety of modal-
ities of latino experiences and the forces that shape them. Through-
out this effort, we endeavor to illustrate when and where these 
complexities challenge our received knowledge and circumscribe our 
conclusions.

Searching for Community

returning for a moment to the immigration marches in 2006, we noted 
earlier that one important and symbolic element of the marches was an 
effort on the part of those participating to stake a claim to membership 
in American society. Apart from the obvious, including flags and the 
like, marchers carried signs regarding work, family, and community. 
slogans illustrated the specific roles filled by immigrants in American 
society, the assertion that our current immigration regime was unjust, 
and perhaps most poignantly, reminders that apart from native Amer-
icans, we are all immigrants. Apart from the proximate message call-
ing for significant reform of the immigration process, the intent of the 
messages was clear: The marches were a call for inclusion.
 Building a community in the United states is a theme that appears 
frequently in the coming chapters. We illustrate in considerable detail 
how latino aspirations in U.s. society are remarkably reminiscent of 
the “American dream.” We discuss the progress and difficulties lati-
nos face in creating pan-ethnic identity and consciousness, a matter of 
considerable importance in locales where there is considerable diver-
sity in national origin among the latino population. We are reminded 
at this juncture of a comment made by an elected official in miami. 
He reported considerable angst among Cuban American leaders about 
the growth of non-Cuban latino populations in south Florida. He 
wanted us to tell him how to mobilize and incorporate these new pop-
ulations into the pre-existing political machine—in short, how to make 
a Cuban political power base a “latino” political power base. The 
salience of this concern was evident on his face. A few moments later, 
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another group participant, discussing the issue of identity and pan-eth-
nicity, raised a somewhat different concern. He was Bolivian, his wife 
Cuban. “What is our daughter?” he wanted to know. easy—“Cuban!” 
answered the elected official, sporting a big smile (emphasis most def-
initely in the original).
 We also examine the sometimes pleasant and sometimes hostile 
interactions with non-Hispanic neighbors, co-workers, and even in-
laws, and the persistent recognition that language, accent, skin color, 
and name often continue to conspire to exclude many from the full 
realization of that American dream. Can latinos be part of Ameri-
can society if they are unwelcome? Can civic and political incorpo-
ration occur if socioeconomic mobility is difficult or, for some, even 
impossible?
 Finding a home in America is shown to be more urgent than we 
might otherwise realize. Though a large share of latinos in the United 
states are foreign born, it is safe to say that, for many, you really can’t 
go home again. several of our foreign-born subjects, in different ways, 
communicated a growing unease with the communities and societies 
they left. Different subjects had different takes. One man expressed a 
desire to return home to mexico but lamented that his children would 
never stand for it. Others reported going to their home country for a 
visit and then immediately being anxious for the visit to end, either be-
cause of physical discomforts and deprivations or merely a sense of not 
belonging. still others—especially women—flat out reported feeling 
that life and opportunities were better for them in the United states.
 The lesson drawn from their words and others is that, while lati-
nos and latino immigrants are most certainly changing America, 
America is—in important ways—changing them too. Whether the 
processes of assimilation and acculturation are chosen or merely pas-
sively experienced, latinos in the United states, even foreign-born 
latinos—are not latin Americans. They are something different, hav-
ing experienced at least a partial metamorphosis in the United states. 
“latino” is an inherently American identity. latino or Hispanic iden-
tity, and the lives, views, and preferences of those to whom we refer, 
cannot be understood outside the context of U.s. society and politics. 
exactly how that identity is formed, shaped, and differs from other 
Americans is something we discuss in detail in the coming pages.
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Change, Continuity, Complexity, 
and Community

With the discussion of community, our thematic structure is complete. 
in this effort, the six of us set out to illustrate the forces shaping the 
formation of the latino community in the United states. That pro-
cess of community formation is simultaneously a search for self-defini-
tion on the part of the almost 50 million Americans of latin American 
ancestry and a search for acceptance and inclusion by the remaining 
250 million non-Hispanics in the greater economy, society, and pol-
ity. in that exploration of community, we take particular note of how 
aspects of that search and the challenges faced reflect the continuity 
of nearly identical experiences of latinos in previous generations, and 
how—at least on some dimensions and particularly with respect to the 
sheer magnitude of the latino population and its impact—those expe-
riences might have changed considerably. in all instances, we try to sit-
uate the experiences reported within the unique circumstances and 
variations that complicate our examination but ultimately, we hope, 
enrich our understanding.

Our Focus Group Approach

it is because of these multiple challenges that a focus group method-
ology was our first resort in identifying and mapping the contours of 
latino life in America. While survey research was our ultimate goal 
and a more familiar terrain for most of us, we worried that we did 
not have enough information about the instances of continuity, change, 
and complexity or a full understanding of exactly how latinos were 
creating lives and communities within the United states. We did not 
wish to write yet another questionnaire based on erroneous assump-
tions—in this case, that little had changed, or that everything had.
 To that end, we began our project in a straightforward way, by 
gathering information through simply speaking with a broad and di-
verse array of ordinary latinos in America. We hoped to gauge their 
sentiments and views on life—economic, social, and political—in the 
United states. most of the material we discuss in the coming pages 
comes from these formal focus groups conducted among those every-
day folks. naturally, our impressions are also informed by extensive 
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interactions with policy advocates, leaders of community-based orga-
nizations, elected officials, academics, union officials, immigrant advo-
cates, civil rights attorneys, and others in and around various latino 
communities across the United states.1

 Focus groups are a research technique whereby data is collected 
through group interactions on topics determined by the researcher 
(morgan 1993: 130). These can be conducted in more or less direc-
tive interview styles and with more or less structured question formats, 
depending on the purposes of the particular project.
 This methodology is used widely across the social sciences and re-
lated fields, including communication studies, education, marketing, 
and public health (morgan 1996: 132). While morgan notes that some 
form of group interviewing has no doubt existed from the very begin-
ning of the social sciences (morgan 1996: 129; Bogardus 1926; merton, 
Fiske, and Kendall 1956), interest in the use of focus groups in the so-
cial sciences has expanded significantly only since the 1990s (Krueger 
1994; Knodel, Havanon, and sittitrai 1990; stewart and shamdasani 
1990; vaughn, shumm, and sinagub 1996). As a consequence, focus 
group research is still seen as a relative newcomer in the social sciences.
 in part because of their recent adoption and application in the 
social sciences, focus groups are most often seen used in conjunc-
tion with other research methods, particularly surveys, either to help 
develop the survey instrumentation or to aid in interpreting survey 
results. They are used to generate hypotheses and to stimulate new 
ideas, creative concepts, evaluations, and impressions (Bishoping 1999; 
Demaio et al. 1993; Forsyth and lessler 1991; morgan 1988, 1996; 
stewart and shamdasani 1990). Barbour notes that in addition focus 
groups are often used to ensure that the questions being asked are 
appropriate, easily understood by respondents (Barbour 2005: n 7–9), 
and contextually relevant (Barbour 2005: n 10). Focus groups are also 
useful in designing culturally sensitive survey methodology (Barbour 
2005: n 11–12; Bishoping 1999). in fact, these reasons were part of the 
original purpose for the inclusion of focus groups as part of the latino 
national survey (lns) project: Focus groups were included to help 
develop the study’s framework and instrument.
 However, focus groups have also increasingly been used on their 
own as a “self-contained” method (morgan 1996: 130; sigel 1996). 
Group interviews can be seen, in some respects, as an intermediary 
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method between personal/individual interviews and surveys with a 
broader range of respondents. Focus groups allow researchers to get 
reactions “from a relatively wide range of participants in a relatively 
short time” (morgan 1996: 134). On the one hand, they provide greater 
breadth than individual interviews, although individual interviews 
might allow greater “depth”—that is, more time with each interviewee 
(Crabtree et al. 1993: 134). On the other hand, while focus groups on 
the whole do not allow for participation of the numbers of respondents 
typically included in survey research, in exchange they offer research-
ers some insight into the subjective experience of individuals, beyond 
simply a recitation of their opinions, attitudes, and attributes. As one 
leading researcher noted, “Focus groups are useful when it comes to 
investigating what participants think, but they excel at uncovering why 
participants think as they do” (morgan, cited in Barbour 2005: n 38; 
morgan 1996: 139; morgan and Kreuger 1993; see also Fern 1982).
 The focus groups conducted by the research team for the proj-
ect presented here offer precisely this convergence of both breadth 
and depth. The team used a common protocol to guide discussion in 
fifteen focus groups—with more than 150 participants in nine cit-
ies across eight states—that were designed to include either spanish- 
and english-speaking respondents, in different regions of the country, 
with differing compositions by generation and country of origin. The 
number and range of the participants in these latino focus groups are 
unique in the social science literature. While the focus groups were 
originally conducted to aid in the development of a larger survey of 
latino residents in the United states, it quickly became clear that 
the transcripts they generated were a significant data source in and of 
themselves.
 Focus groups have other strengths as well. As other researchers 
have pointed out, focus groups allow access to hard-to-reach groups 
(Barbour 2005: n 1; morgan 1996: 133). The lns, with its focus on 
latino residents in the United states, faced a considerable potential 
obstacle in the number of latinos in the United states who are undoc-
umented. To our surprise, though never directly asked in the focus 
group protocols, many of the focus group participants freely volun-
teered information about their legal status in the United states. pre-
sumably the relative comfort among participants taking part in a group 
conversation among latinos facilitated these confidences.
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 The group dynamics present in this form of research are also one 
of its strengths: “What makes the discussion in focus groups more than 
the sum of separate individual interviews is the fact that the partic-
ipants both query each other and explain themselves to each other” 
(morgan 1996: 139). morgan and Kreuger emphasize that this inter-
action provides valuable data on the extent of consensus and disagree-
ment among participants (morgan and Kreuger 1993), an attribute of 
the data used to full effect in this book project.
 Two central concerns about focus groups relate to the generaliz-
ability of their findings and their comparability to findings using other 
methods. several studies have analyzed these differences (Folch-lyon 
et al. 1981; saint-Germain et al. 1993; Ward et al. 1991). in each case 
the authors found that focus groups confirmed the findings uncovered 
using other methods (primarily surveys), differing only in going beyond 
the survey data by providing more in-depth information and detail on 
the topic at hand (Delli Carpini and Williams 1994; morgan 1996: 137). 
There is, nonetheless, a tradeoff between the two approaches of focus 
groups and surveys: Focus groups allow for more depth than surveys, 
allowing open-ended responses to questions and eliciting responses 
that get at participants’ interpretation and meaning that are simply not 
possible in surveys; however, the limitation is that focus groups can 
typically cover only a fraction of the topics typically covered by a sur-
vey and the findings are not usually suitable for quantitative analysis.
 in sum, this book presents the results of a unique data set—the re-
sults of fifteen focus groups conducted across the United states with 
latino residents, including foreign-born—both legal and undocu-
mented immigrants—and native-born. These data provide more range 
than allowed by the typical interview-based project and not only give 
key insights into latino residents’ thoughts about community, lan-
guage, discrimination, ties to their countries of origin, and the like, but 
also provide some sense of participants’ explanations of their reasoning 
and motivations, something not achievable through structured survey 
data alone.
 Table 1-2 shows the date and time, language in which the discus-
sion was conducted, targeted ancestry, and location for each of our 
focus groups; Table 1-3 summarizes the demographic characteristics 
of the participants. in retrospect, the choice of cities and locations, 
the allocation of various acculturation segments for the groups, and 
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the diversity of national origin achieved combined to deliver a good 
set of respondents that is reasonably representative of the U.s. latino 
adult population. For example, the gender and age diversity approxi-
mate that of the larger latino population. Also the proportion of par-
ticipants from each national-origin group reflects the proportional 
ranking of national-origin groups in the United states. Of particular 
importance, the participants represent the full spectrum of “genera-
tional distance,” including second, third, or higher generations of U.s.-
born as well as immigrants in the full continuum of exposure to the 
United states—from “newcomers” who have spent a small fraction of 
their lives here to “transplants” who have been in the United states 
much of their lives. However, latinos with little or no formal educa-
tion and annual incomes below $15,000 are somewhat under-repre-
sented among the group participants whose education and income 
levels are known.2

Table 1-2  summary of logisTic deTails of lns 2003  
focus groups

Group	 Date	 Time	 Language	 Ancestry	 Location

A may 3 11 a.m.– english mexican, Central Houston
  12:30 p.m.  American 

B may 3 1:30–3 p.m. spanish mexican, Central Houston
    American 

C may 5 6–7:30 p.m. english mexican los Angeles

D may 5 8–9:30 p.m. spanish mexican, Central los Angeles
    American, Other

e may 9 6–7:30 p.m. spanish mexican Dalton, GA

F may 10 12–1:30 p.m. spanish Dominican,  new york
    puerto rican,  
    other 

G may 10 2–3:30 p.m. english puerto rican new york

H may 12 6–7:30 p.m. spanish Cuban, south miami
    American, other

i may 12 8–9:30 p.m. english Cuban, other miami

J may 19 2–3:30 p.m. english mexican muscatine, iA

K may 19 7–8:30 p.m. spanish mexican West liberty, iA

l may 15 6–7:30 p.m. spanish Central American,  Washington, DC

m may 15 8–9:30 p.m. english Central American,  Washington, DC

n June 19 7–8:30 p.m. spanish Central American Washington, DC

lns = latino national survey
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Table 1-3  demographic characTerisTics of  
focus group parTicipanTs

Demographic	 Description	 Number	 Percentage

Gender male 66 51 
 Female 64 49
Age less than 30 41 31 
 30–39 35 27 
 40–54 33 25 
 more than 50 18 14 
 not known 3 2
national origin  mexico 58 44 

puerto rico 17 13 
Chile 1 <1
Cuba 7 5 
Colombia 5 4 
el salvador 9 7 
nicaragua 5 4 
Guatemala 8 6 
Dominican republic 3 2 
peru 3 2 
spain 2 1 
ecuador 1 <1
panama 2 1 
paraguay 2 1 
Bolivia 1 <1
Uruguay 2 1 
venezuela 1 <1
mixed latino 4 3

nativity U.s. 42 32 
 not U.s. 88 68
Generational  Third or more Generation 23 17 
 distance* second Generation 19 15
 First Generation Transplants 38 29 
 First Generation Transitionals 29 22 
 First Generation newcomers 22 17
education  less than 9 years 14 11 

9–11 years 14 11 
12 years 29 22 
13–15 years 28 21 
more than 16 years 35 27 
not known 11 8

income  less than $20,000 19 15 
$20,000–$39,999 47 36 
$40,000–$60,000 31 24 
more than $60,0000 23 17 
not known 11 8

* Definitions: First Generation Newcomers: Born in a foreign country; spent <¼ of life in United 
states. First Generation Transitionals: Born in foreign country; spent ¼ to ½ of life in United states. 
First Generation Transplants: Born in a foreign country; spent at least ½ of life in United states. 
Second Generation: Born in United states with at least one immigrant parent. Third Generation: 
Born in United states with both parents born in United states. (note: These figures do not include 
a 15th focus group conducted with working-class latino participants in Washington, DC.)
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 Obviously, a set of fifteen focus groups in diverse communities 
cannot adequately fill all the possible sociodemographic cells. some of 
the gaps we identify are among the most difficult to recruit for focus 
groups or for social research in general. However, in Washington, DC, 
we benefited by inadvertently ending up with valuable input from per-
sons employed in the public sector, who provided opinions not found 
as commonly in other places. similarly, in Houston, we benefited from 
having a group of fairly assimilated latinos who tried hard to appear 
“latino” by participating in the spanish language groups when clearly 
english was their dominant language. To some extent, these partici-
pants provided us with another view of the complexity and diversity of 
latinos and of the potential tendency for some reverse acculturation.
 Beyond demographic characteristics, it is worth noting that the 
groups had wide variation in manner of self-expression; there were 
highly marginal and vulnerable persons (largely due to their immi-
gration status) who were almost afraid to be interviewed, and there 
were very vocal and sophisticated persons who were highly engaged in 
social and political activity. The groups also contained persons whose 
lives are totally segregated from American society and persons who are 
totally at ease in the majority culture.

The Latino National Survey

These focus groups were completed to better inform the final devel-
opment of the questionnaire that was used in our 2006 lns. The 
lns was a forty-minute telephone survey of 8,634 self-identified 
latino/Hispanic residents of the United states. it was in the field from 
november 17, 2005, to August 4, 2006. The questionnaire had approx-
imately 165 items, including questions about policy preferences, polit-
ical behavior, political attitudes, and a wide set of sociodemographics. 
respondents were given the opportunity to speak either english or 
spanish at the beginning of the survey. All interviewers were bilingual.
 representative samples of latino households were drawn from fif-
teen states and the District of Columbia metropolitan area. The fifteen 
states were Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Florida, Geor-
gia, illinois, iowa, nevada, new Jersey, new mexico, new york, north 
Carolina, Texas, and Washington. This group includes states with his-
torically large concentrations of latinos and those with latino pop-
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ulations that have arrived more recently. Approximately 87.5% of all 
latinos in the United states live in the above described areas. As indi-
cated in Appendix A, some state samples were further stratified by spe-
cific substate geographical areas to facilitate within-state comparisons. 
each state sample is a valid, stand-alone representation of the respec-
tive state’s latino population. A minimum of 400 respondents were 
drawn from each state. California had a minimum of 1,200 respon-
dents; Florida, Texas, and new york had 800; and illinois had 600. 
each state’s sampling error was ±5%. The national margin of error is 
approximately ±1.05%. All reported data are weighted to be nationally 
representative.
 We use data from the lns and from other selected national sur-
veys to supplement the narratives that emerge from our focus groups 
and, when appropriate, to establish a baseline to demonstrate how 
much continuity and change across selected dimensions of latino life 
in the United states are present. Additionally, we are able to use data 
from the lns to demonstrate how representative the focus group nar-
ratives are of more systematic trends in experiences and views within 
latino communities.

Latino Realities in Contemporary Society

The data drawn from the focus groups alone represent thousands of 
comments, questions, and points of emphasis made by our diverse pool 
of subjects. They are rich in ways we did not anticipate, and more than 
once ideas and arguments emerged that were completely unantici-
pated by the six of us. in short, we learned a lot from the narratives 
our subjects offered regarding their lives and the lives of their friends 
and families. While it is tempting to report on everything our subjects 
offered, we choose instead to identify the distinct themes and topics 
of emphasis that emerged from these narratives of latino lives in the 
contemporary United states. The scope of these areas of examination 
serves to portray essential elements of the status and experiences of 
latinos in a variety of settings, communicating in different languages, 
and from different backgrounds and national origins.
 A note about national-origin differences: As many commentators 
and researchers have pointed out, differences among latinos from dif-
ferent national-origin groups can be as significant as those between 
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latinos and other ethnic or racial groups. Cuban Americans, for exam-
ple, have consistently expressed a closer affiliation to the republi-
can party and a more conservative bent on some public policy issues 
than latinos of mexican origin. mexican immigrants, for their part, 
are considerably more conservative on social issues than either puerto 
ricans or Cuban Americans. in the chapters that follow we point out 
national-origin differences whenever they appear relevant. some chap-
ters highlight similarities and differences among latinos from multiple 
national-origin groups. Chapter 6, on latinos’ transnational ties, for 
instance, mentions puerto rican respondents’ comments about their 
relationship with both the United states and new york City. But in 
general national-origin differences were muted in the focus groups, 
even when the groups drew from several national-origin groups. some-
times, unfortunately, this was because national origin could not be dis-
cerned from the transcripts, which did not always allow us to identify 
individuals’ national origins from what was said. it is also the case, 
however, that in some groups national-origin differences were entirely 
absent. For example, latino residents in the midwest are overwhelm-
ingly of mexican descent, so national-origin differences simply never 
come into play in our discussion of latinos in rural America (Chap-
ter 5). This is all to say that we were deeply attuned to the differences, 
as well as to the possible commonalities, among the participants in 
these focus groups, and the chapters that follow paint a picture that we 
hope captures the latino population in the United states with all its 
nuances and complexities.
 in Chapter 2, Trying for the Americano Dream: Barriers to mak-
ing the United states “Home,” we examine the extent to which our 
focus group participants identify the quintessential “American dream” 
as their life goal, and their experiences—good and bad—in trying to 
achieve that outcome. We begin by comparing their opinions with 
those of other working Americans on what the American dream means 
and the perceived barriers to its achievement. We then trace how sub-
jects informed us on questions as diverse as how residential segrega-
tion, job opportunities, legal status, and education shaped this path to 
inclusion, social mobility, and the American dream. We move beyond 
socioeconomic mobility, then, to examine what our subjects had to say 
about actually “being” American. We again look at a variety of aspects 
of assimilation and incorporation, including linguistic, marital, cul-
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tural, and structural elements. We consider the role that assimilation 
plays in the pursuit of life goals by looking specifically for indicators of 
assimilation in the respondents’ reported behavior and in their evalua-
tions of other latinos’ success at achieving their dreams.
 We turn our attention in Chapter 3 to what is likely the most salient 
element of both socioeconomic mobility and assimilation: the educa-
tion system. in education: latinos’ Great Hope, America’s Harsh real-
ity, we examine the policy arena that continues to most directly affect 
the chances for latino upward mobility in the United states. We begin 
by noting the importance that latinos give to education, as captured in 
a number of national surveys; the tremendous growth in latino pres-
ence among public school students across the entire country; and the 
way that current education reform efforts specifically affect opportu-
nities for latino educational attainment. We do this to highlight three 
specific dimensions of assessment of educational systems in the United 
states revealed by our respondents: (1) the importance latinos ascribe 
to education in determining their chances at upward mobility, (2) how 
schools affect assessments of the quality of neighborhood life overall, 
and (3) the perceived quality of education in large urban school dis-
tricts where many latinos attend public schools. Unlike some previous 
findings that suggest that elements of many latinos’ cultural values are 
at odds with academic achievement, our respondents reveal a set of 
values, experiences, and expectations regarding education and Amer-
ican public schools that is fully consistent with mainstream Ameri-
can values.
 Chapter 4 focuses on the other principal impediment both to so-
cial mobility and to incorporation, specifically prejudice and discrim-
ination. in exploring Discrimination and intergroup and intragroup 
relations among latinos, we briefly review previous evidence from 
surveys, then explore our participants’ perceptions of intergroup and 
intragroup relations, including their personal experiences of discrim-
ination. The focus group discussions demonstrate a wide range of dif-
fering views on these issues. We hear signs of despair and continuing 
frustration regarding both relationships with other latinos and with 
other racial and ethnic groups generally. However, we also hear voices 
asserting positive change and improvement. immigrants seem to be 
more optimistic than members of later generations, but overall the 
focus groups portray a sense of the complexity and great variety of 
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views on these matters. in addition to illustrating perceptions of dis-
crimination, the comments by participants suggest hypotheses that 
should be tested in future studies.
 in Chapter 5, new Homes in new Communities: living in rural 
America, we explore how latino settlement in rural and agricultural 
communities—in the Farm Belt, the south, and the interior pacific 
northwest—clearly illustrates both the continuing problems facing 
latinos, but also some of the positive changes stemming from chang-
ing patterns of immigrant settlement. On the one hand, white flight 
from public schools, severe residential segregation, patterns of politi-
cal exclusion, and a complete lack of political representation echo the 
experiences of generations past and suggest that long-rehearsed pat-
terns of political contestation between latinos and other Americans 
will be reenacted in these new settings. On the other hand, latino in-
migration has meant substantial economic and population growth in 
long-declining areas and noticeably reinvigorated local economies and 
industries. Coupled with the low crime and quality schools in some of 
these areas, as well as social engagements with non-latinos that are 
often positive or at least more nuanced than in other areas of the coun-
try, the day-to-day life of many of these new arrivals is perceptively 
better than in other, more established locations and in past periods of 
latino settlement.
 in Chapter 6, Transnationalism and the language of Belonging, 
we explore the ties latinos maintain with their countries of origin. 
The dramatic increase in latin American immigration to the United 
states, the barriers these new latino residents encounter as they try 
to achieve the American dream, and the ease of communication and 
travel to immigrants’ countries of origins would all seem to point to 
the likelihood that immigrants would retain strong ties to their coun-
tries of origin. This, we were surprised to learn, is not necessarily so. 
We find in our focus groups a surprising amount of ambivalence about 
immigrants’ connections with their countries of birth. While latino 
immigrants do, indeed, maintain affective ties to their countries of 
origin, these ties serve to refresh immigrants’ memories of the rea-
sons that impelled them to leave in the first place and are a particu-
larly salient indicator of how their lives, beliefs, and expectations have 
changed. indirectly, then, transnational ties appear to reinforce lati-
nos’ sense of attachment and belonging in the United states. Transna-
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tionalism and assimilation, then, are not only complementary, but may 
actually be mutually reinforcing.
 in Chapter 7, The evolving latino Community and pan-ethnicity: 
explorations into the Confluence of interactions, networks, and iden-
tity, we examine relations between the various latino national-origin 
groups and, in particular, the growing sense of pan-ethnic identifica-
tion. We begin with a brief discussion of the concept of pan-ethnic-
ity, including how it has been characterized and measured in the past. 
Then, we turn to the focus group narratives to identify the principal 
elements of community among latinos and how those ties are reflected 
in daily life. if a pan-ethnic community has, in fact, emerged, we want 
to find out whether it is a consequence of shared values, language, 
social networks, or something altogether different. We also want to 
know how national origin and other salient identities may interact with 
or relate to pan-ethnic consciousness. similar to the findings of past 
research, the focus groups reveal that identity and social networking 
based on country of origin continues to be a prominent feature in the 
lives of many latinos. However, we also see that the prominence of 
national origins has not precluded the development of pan-ethnic and 
American identities. moreover, the content and weight of both partic-
ipants’ comments and lns responses indicates the clear presence of 
a pan-ethnic (latino) community that is self-conscious and politically 
meaningful.
 We conclude the book in Chapter 8 by integrating these findings 
with an eye to the future. in Conclusions: paradoxes along the Way to 
making America Home, we assess the process of contemporary latino 
incorporation in the United states, a process that is best understood 
as a series of paradoxes and tensions. We highlight the numerous con-
tradictions discovered in the beliefs and experiences of latinos and 
consider what this means for their future success and acceptance in 
mainstream America.
 The strength of our study, as well as the source of its inspiration, is 
that we “hear” from ordinary latinos “in their own words.” The ana-
lytical questions that we pose serve to underscore the complexities 
of living as a latino in 21st century America, and increasingly of liv-
ing in America for many citizens and residents of the United states. 
The responses of our participants are filled with insights, frustrations, 
expectations, and dreams. The questions also serve to organize our 
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understanding of these important phenomena. most important, how-
ever, are the verbatim responses of the focus group participants.
 Together, the extended conversations with latino focus group 
participants, in combination with references to selected survey data, 
provide a window into the continuity, change, and complexity of the 
growing and diverse population of latinos in the United states. This 
book digs beneath the surface of journalistic takes and ten-minute 
polls to provide an in-depth view of the experiences of latinos and the 
way they think and talk about themselves as individuals, their identi-
ties, their families, their communities, and the larger nation of which 
they are such a growing part.

Appendix A: Latino National Survey (LNS) 
Geographic Sample Strata within States

Jurisdiction	 Geographic	Needs	 County

Arizona Complete state All counties

Arkansas Complete state All counties

California  los Angeles metro los Angeles, Orange, ventura  
inland empire riverside County (western part), san  
 Bernardino County (southwestern part) 
san Diego metro san Diego County 
Central valley Fresno, Kern, Kings, madera, merced,  
 san Joaquin, stanislaus, Tulare  
san Francisco metro Alameda, Contra Costa, marin, napa,  
 san Francisco, san mateo, santa Clara,  
 solano, sonoma

Colorado  Denver metro Adams, Arapahoe, Boulder, Broomfield,  
 Denver, Douglas, Jefferson 
other Colorado remaining counties in state

District of Washington-Arlington- District of Columbia; Calvert County, 
Columbia  Alexandria, DC-vA- Charles County, Frederick County, 
 mD-Wv metropolitan  montgomery County, prince George’s 
 statistical Area  County, mD; Arlington County, Clarke 

County, Fairfax County, Fauquier County, 
loudoun County, prince William County, 
spotsylvania County, stafford County, 
Warren County, vA; Jefferson County, Wv; 
Alexandria city, Fairfax city, Falls Church 
city, Fredericksburg city, manassas city,  
manassas park city, vA

Florida  miami metro Broward, miami-Dade, palm Beach  
 Orlando metro Orange, Osceola, seminole  
 Tampa metro Hillsborough, pinellas
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Jurisdiction	 Geographic	Needs	 County

Georgia  Atlanta metro Cherokee, Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Douglas,   
 Fayette, Fulton, Gwinnett  
other Georgia remaining counties in state

illinois  Chicago metro Cook, Dupage, Grundy, Kane, Kendall, 
 lake, mcHenry, Will 
other illinois remaining counties in state

iowa Complete state All counties

nevada Complete state All counties

new Jersey Complete state All counties

new mexico Complete state All counties

new york Complete state All counties

north Carolina complete state All counties

Texas Dallas–Fort Worth  Collin, Dallas, Denton, Tarrant  
 Houston metro Brazoria, Chambers, Fort Bend, Galveston, 
  Harris, liberty, montgomery 
 san Antonio metro Bexar, Comal, Guadalupe  
 el paso metro el paso County 
 rio Grande valley  Cameron, Dimmit, Hidalgo, Kinney, 

maverick, starr, val verde, Webb, Zapata

Washington seattle metro King, Kitsap, pierce, snohomish 
 yakima valley yakima 
 other Washington remaining counties in state
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