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ABSTRACT 

 

We frequently hear that Latinos are the fastest growing minority group in the 

United States.  We also know that like many American immigrant groups, Latinos tend to 

reside in states where a critical mass of their community already is settled, in this case 

largely for geo-political reasons (e.g. New Mexico, Arizona, California, Texas, Florida 

and New York).  Why, then, is Latino participation in national politics lower than white, 

Black, and Asian voters? And who has an interest in doing something about it? 

This project addresses several interrelated questions concerning the place of 

Latinos in American politics and the health of democracy in the United States. Political 

parties are meant to link citizens to the state.  However, parties often fear that reaching 

out to certain groups may alienate the concerns of some core voters, providing a 

disincentive to political parties to prioritize Latino outreach.  Here, I ask, to what degree 

are local political parties involved in mobilizing Latino voters as compared to other 

voting groups? Interest groups have much narrower constituencies than political parties 

by definition, but their purpose may not be exclusively, or even primarily, electoral.  So, 

what role do interest groups and community organizations play in getting Latinos to 

vote? Perhaps parties and interest groups compliment each other’s efforts to mobilize 

Latinos, so I ask, what relationship do political parties and interest groups develop in the 

push to mobilize Latino voters?  

I hypothesize that political parties increase efforts to mobilize Latino communities 

when these groups of voters are known to be reliable partisan voters and pivotal to 

winning elections at the local, state, and/or national level. Party organizations are 

unlikely to target Latino voters when they are few in number and make little difference in 
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an election. Second, interest groups and organizations concerned with Latinos issues are 

going to be more consistent in mobilizing Latino voters whether or not they constitute a 

significant segment of the population and are pivotal to winning elections at the local, 

state, and/or national level.  

To answer these questions, I use several methods to gather data. Between 

November of 2008 and February 2009, I conducted a mail survey of 217 county political 

party chairs concerning Latino mobilization in the 2008 Presidential race. The survey was 

submitted to the chairs of every county political party in the ten states with the highest 

percentage of Latino population: Arizona, California, Nevada, Colorado, Florida, Illinois, 

New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, and Texas. Responses were then matched to 

county census and election data in order to understand the relationship between 

mobilization activity, county demographics, and partisan identity.  

What best predicts Latino mobilization? Using a multiple regression model, I 

found that Latino population size threshold and whether a county resides in a presidential 

swing state most strongly predict Latino mobilization.  The greater the size of the Latino 

community within a county’s population, the more likely political parties will seek to 

reach out to Latino voters. The data suggests that the likelihood that local parties made an 

attempt to mobilize Latino voters more than doubles when the county’s Latino population 

moves above 25% of the total population. The impact of interest group activity by 

community organizations also seemed to spur greater party mobilization efforts towards 

Latinos. Likewise, national political dynamics have a trickle down impact on local Latino 

communities. County party organizations are more inclined to reach out to Latino voters 
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in states where presidential elections are contested and where Latino votes could have an 

impact on close elections.  

Lastly, I conducted a qualitative case study to understand how this mobilization 

operates in practice. I explored strategies taken by several interest groups and community 

organization leaders in Nevada during the 2010 midterm elections to detail how those 

groups attempt to reach and mobilize Latinos, and the possible position political parties 

may fill in Latino communities where interest groups have become important politically 

in mobilizing voters, and vice versa. The case study reveals that Latino mobilization by 

parties and interest groups is part of a larger phenomenon in contemporary American 

elections in which voters are targeted by a partisan network of political actors that 

employ political parties, partisan interest groups, party and outside spending organization 

donors, and partisan volunteers. My work parallels and expands Mildred A. Schwartz’s 

work (1990) on party networks and the complexity of relationships between political 

parties and interest groups to include how these political actors interact with Latino 

voters in the United States.  
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 
Scholars have long debated the importance of political parties and interest groups 

to the vitality of the American political system. Parties have been both celebrated for 

their inherently democratic characteristics and vilified for being unresponsive and 

exclusionary. Parties have also been seen as essential to the continuance of democratic 

governments and as the political voices for every citizen in a free system of government. 

Interest groups, however, have not fared so well in the works of many political observers. 

Organized interests are often seen as self-serving rather than acting in the interests of the 

entire community. Conversely, others believe that interest groups in the form of federated 

and cross-class organizations or in the form of neighborhood or community organizations 

are essential for the health and maintenance of democracy and for giving a voice to the 

weakest in our society (Putnam 2000; Skocpol 2003). Past scholarship has focused on the 

effectiveness of political agents like parties and interest groups to mobilize the American 

electorate, while noting that political parties have historically provided immigrant 

communities the opportunity to participate in America’s electoral traditions. This work 

seeks to understand the relationship of political parties and interest groups further by 

focusing on an area of research that is less understood: the mobilization of the United 

States’ largest racial minority group, Latino Americans.  
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This project addresses several interrelated questions concerning the place of 

Latinos in American politics and the health of democracy in the United States. First, to 

what degree are local political parties involved in mobilizing Latino voters as compared 

to other voting groups? Second, what characteristics of local political parties and the 

counties they operate in determine whether party organizations partake in the 

mobilization of the Latino community? Given that Latinos are not evenly distributed 

across the United States, or even within states at the county level, we should expect 

Latino population differences to have an impact on the levels of party mobilization 

efforts. Third, what role do interest groups and community organizations play in getting 

Latinos to vote? Additionally, can we identify the organizations most active in trying to 

reach Latinos? Lastly – what relationship, if any, do political parties and interest groups 

develop in the push to mobilize Latino voters?  

I conclude that local political parties are active in areas with a high concentration 

of Latino voters, while interest groups are more likely to be active regardless of the size 

of the Latino community. In addition, this work provides new information showing that 

parties and interest groups are increasingly engaged in sophisticated partisan campaigns 

where the distinctions between the definition of a political party or an interest group is 

often blurred. Counter to recent scholarship concerning parties and Latino voters, I find 

that parties and interest groups have maintained traditional roles in the mobilization of 

immigrant communities in the United States, or in this case, parties and interest groups 

still provide an avenue to political participation mimicking historical attempts to do so. 

There are, however, caveats to this historical comparison that rest on changes in federal 
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and state laws concerning campaign financing, immigration, and other transformations in 

American federalism, which will be addressed in the remaining chapters.  

This project uses several methods to gather data including a mail survey of county 

political party chairs, county census data, county-level election results from the 2008 

Presidential race, and interviews with interest group and community organization leaders 

in several case study sites. The survey was submitted to the chairs of every county 

political party in the ten states with the highest percentage of Latino population: Arizona, 

California, Nevada, Colorado, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, 

and Texas. Responses were then matched to county census and election data in order to 

understand the relationship between mobilization activity, county demographics, and 

partisan identity. The data from the local party chair survey is limited in explanatory 

power by a low response rate of just over 17% and required a more robust case study to 

determine the role political parties and interest groups as they seek to mobilize Latinos. 

Likewise, the survey provides great detail in regards to local party mobilization activity, 

but was limited in its ability to capture interest group activity during the 2008 election 

since it was only mailed to local party chairs and not to interest group leaders. In order to 

correct for that discrepancy, I conduct an in depth analysis of the 2010 U.S. congressional 

and gubernatorial races in Nevada, which provides additional data to the interactions 

between parties, interest groups, and Latinos. As outlined in chapter 5, I interviewed 

several party, interest group and community organization leaders in the Las Vegas, 

Nevada metropolitan area to detail how those groups attempt to reach and mobilize 

Latinos, and the possible position political parties may fill in Latino communities where 

interest groups have become key in mobilizing voters, and vice versa.  



 

 4

While the scope of the survey may be limited by the overall rate of response, the 

information contained in the combined work of the survey and case study does provide 

directional conclusions to the central hypotheses in regards to the role of parties and 

interest groups in the Latino community. I hypothesize that (1) Latino mobilization 

increases with county population density; (2) political parties increase efforts to mobilize 

Latino communities as Latino population increases, but mobilization activity decreases 

with a large foreign born population (3) Latino mobilization will be greater in the South 

and West; (4) Latino mobilization activity will be greater in counties where political 

parties are structurally and organizationally stronger; (5) interest group mobilization 

activity will be negatively correlated with party organizational activity in the Latino 

community; and lastly, (6) party mobilization activity among Latinos will be greater 

where Latino candidates are running for office. Again, Party organizations are unlikely to 

target Latino voters when they are few in number and make little difference in an 

election. Secondly, the mobilization of voters is in itself a product of two-party 

competition and one-party rule. Often, voters are demobilized when they live in a county 

with non-competitive elections, which has an impact on voters of all races and ethnicities. 

Third, interest groups and organizations concerned with Latino issues are more likely to 

focus their attention on Hispanic voters regardless of whether they constitute a significant 

segment of the population and are pivotal to winning elections at the local, state, and/or 

national level.  

Recent Research 

Given the expansion of the foreign-born population since 1965, the role that the 

parties and interest groups play has again faced intense scrutiny. Some have argued that 
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American political parties have failed to incorporate immigrants into our political 

structure, and that this responsibility has been largely assumed by interest groups and 

neighborhood associations at the grassroots level. One proponent, Janelle Wong, 

contends that our two major parties have not mobilized new immigrants for several 

reasons. One, local party organizations are much weaker structurally than they were 

during the "golden age" of urban machines in the nineteenth and early-twentieth century. 

Two, both the Democratic and Republican parties run nationalized campaigns centered 

on media messages and direct mail – as opposed to localized, grassroots, door-to-door 

operations (Wong 2006, 55). Three, she suggests that Paul Frymer’s argument concerning 

the electoral capture of African Americans could be extended to new Asian American 

and Latino immigrants - whereby parties initially seek the votes of Latino and Asian 

immigrants only to abandon them once it appears that white voters become aggravated by 

interracial party coalitions and the policy balances that ensue (Wong 2006, 53). Thus, 

interest groups, community organizations, and other immigrant-related social advocates 

have picked up the slack of organizing Latinos both in political and non-political ways. 

Wong’s work opens up a number of extremely important questions. For instance, are 

parties essential for politically integrating and socializing new citizens? Do interest 

groups offer appropriate representation for immigrant minorities in a democratic system 

based on majority-rule?  

Given Wong’s assertions, I ask to what degree party organizations are involved in 

the mobilization of Latino voters by focusing on political parties at the county level. Past 

research shows that local party organizations are ineffective in reaching immigrant voters 

due to either ambivalence or the disintegration of their once powerful electoral machines 
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(Wong 2006; Jones-Correa 1998). Instead, I want to test whether Latino mobilization is 

affected by a number of factors that may prohibit the ability of local party organizations 

to reach out to Latinos and other voting blocs. The list of variables that I will use include: 

county party strength, as measured by the number of party workers and volunteers; 

electoral resources provided to local parties by presidential campaigns; whether a Latino 

candidate is running statewide or locally under the Democrat or Republican banner; the 

impact of county electoral competitiveness, including whether the county resided in a 

2008 swing state; and most importantly, the amount of activity by local interest groups 

such as labor unions, community organizations, and church groups involved in Latino 

mobilization efforts. Political science lacks an understanding of whether local party 

organizations ultimately benefit from or are handicapped by the work of local interest 

groups. By studying these actors in a local setting, I should be able to create a holistic 

picture of how parties and groups interact with the Latino community. I will also test 

whether other variables factor into Latino mobilization such as tension concerning 

immigration status, racial and/or ethnic hostility between Latinos and non-Latinos, party 

leaderships’ views concerning Latino voting behavior, the effects of electoral 

competition, and how the general demographic characteristics of a county shape voter 

turnout (county population density and the size of the local Latino population).  

Population changes in the United States illustrate why this project focuses on 

Latinos. According to recent U.S. census data, Latinos constitute a large and growing 

segment of American society – over 35 million Americans consider themselves of 

“Hispanic” origin (The 2000 U.S. Census). This means that Latinos have surpassed 

African Americans as the largest minority group in the United States (Segura and 
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Rodrigues 2006, 377). Much of the growth of the American Latino community has been 

spurred by immigration from Mexico and other parts of Latin America. In general, 

immigration is a major part of population change and growth – twenty percent of all U.S. 

births are now to foreign-born mothers. Immigration directly and indirectly accounts for 

sixty percent of our population growth (Bean and Stevens 2003, 4). Within the American 

Latino community, over forty percent are first-generation immigrants (Sierra et al 2000, 

535). Many studies have shown that immigrant populations often behave differently 

politically than their native-born counterparts. Political participation is different for 

immigrants who must go through the long process of naturalization and then become 

familiarized with the political process of a foreign land. As Lien and others have shown, 

the participation rates for immigrant Asian Americans are less than for whites – even 

when class is accounted for (Lien et al 2001, 625). Different studies have shown similar 

participation rates for Latino immigrants as well (Sierra et al 2000, 537). When 

immigration status is taken into account, Latinos still participate at lower rates than 

Anglos (Jackson 2003, 341).  

Increasingly, research in the area of Latino political behavior is broadening our 

understanding of the relationship between the campaign and voting processes and 

emerging immigrant and ethnic communities – yet, we know little about how political 

parties and organized interests fit into such operations. By viewing the process of Latino 

political behavior from the perspective of political party leaders and interest groups, we 

can begin to identify both the achievements and the deficiencies of the American political 

system where it comes to reaching Latino voters. Such research also opens up the 

possibility of identifying innovations in the electoral process. Party organizations have 
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limited resources to spend on voter mobilization and must concentrate GOTV efforts on 

the most dependable of voters: those who have been consistent in providing votes and 

support in the past. However, the competitiveness of national, state, and local races over 

the past two decades has also tempted political parties to seek new voters amongst 

growing Latino communities throughout the U.S. With an eye towards innovation and 

resource-saving, local party organizations are often organizing parallel, separate 

campaigns with non-party political organizations who share a greater wealth of 

community knowledge in order to reach and mobilize Latino voters. Depending on 

shared partisan values, do parties see groups such as labor unions and community, 

religious, and businesses organizations as rivals or as compatriots in the game to get 

voters to the polls? 

The rest of this chapter will outline the growth in political science’s understanding 

of both Latino politics and the role of interest groups and political parties in the American 

political system. The former provides details that might explain why parties and interest 

groups respond differently to Latino voters than to Anglos and African Americans in the 

electorate. The latter literature area is both historical in nature and an accumulation of 

recent works concerning party and organized interest activity. In addition to the topic 

area, this research project is unique in using both large-N survey data of political party 

leadership coupled with qualitative research of actors closely associated with interest 

groups and political organizations targeting the Latino community. First, I will provide an 

exploration of my research topic along with a description of my topic data and its scope.  
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The Relationship of Party Organizations and Immigrant Communities 

Much has happened since 1965, including a significant increase in Latino and 

Asian populations – due largely to the end of the quota system. Once seen as a largely 

racially bifurcated society between whites and African Americans, America today is a 

truly multicultural society. It is estimated that there are now over 34.2 million foreign-

born residents living in the United States, with a second-generation population numbering 

over 31.5 million (Lee and Bean 2004, 221). Taken as a whole, this represents over 

twenty-three percent of the population – and more importantly, represents a contrast 

demographically as this immigrant population is largely Latino and Asian. It is estimated 

that by the year 2050 Latino and Asian groups will represent twenty-five and eight 

percent of the population respectively (Lee and Bean 2004, 222). It should be noted that 

this is not just an American phenomenon, as the United Nations estimates that 1 out of 

every 10 residents of an advanced industrialized nation was born outside of their host 

country (Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005, 99).  

Congress has responded to this immigration “crisis” with two legislative 

commissions: the Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy (1981) and the 

U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform. Federal legislators also responded with bills 

that curved or reduced immigration or incentives for coming to America. For instance, 

1986’s Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) sought to reduce immigration levels 

by granting legal status to migrants already in the country and tightening sanctions on 

offending employers (Bean and Stevens 2003, 2). Congress also passed the National 

Immigration Act in 1990, which set a cap on legal immigration but increased visas for 

highly skilled workers. Finally, as part of TANF, Congress limited the types of benefits 
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that unauthorized migrants might be able to receive under previous welfare legislation. 

These legislative examples highlight a persistent tension within immigration policy: on 

one hand, the public must be assured that “illegals” are being stopped at the border, but 

on the other hand, the rights of non-citizens and the needs of the free market must also be 

fulfilled through constant turnover of cheap labor (Tichenor 1994, 340).  

Immigration reform became an important policy goal during the second term of 

President George W. Bush, however, fighting between Republicans in Congress helped to 

defeat any hopes of passing legislation and provided fuel to critics that the Republican 

Party was hostile to issues important for Latino voters (Rutenberg 2009). Often playing a 

secondary role to more pressing issues such as the United States’ economic recovery, 

immigration policy forced both John McCain and Barack Obama to tread lightly around 

the topic for much of the 2008 presidential campaign (Preston 2008b; Pershing 2008).  

Each candidate faced the same dilemma: a successful candidate had to woo both pro-

immigration reform Latino voters and white working class voters – who were decidedly 

against amnesty for undocumented workers, nor an expansion in the number of legal 

immigrant residents – to win the presidential contest. During the primary campaign, John 

McCain seemed poised to win a substantial percentage of the Latino vote given his recent 

efforts to draft immigration reform in the Senate and his popularity amongst Latino 

voters in his home state of Arizona (Rohter 2008). Likewise, Obama backed an 

immigration reform policy that would offer amnesty to long-term illegal residents if they 

paid back taxes and fines as well as being placed at the end of the queue when waiting for 

their case to be assessed by naturalization officials. In the Senate, McCain sponsored a 

bill that would have created a path to citizenship and an expanded temporary worker 
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program, but the bill ultimately died due to attacks from both sides of the Senate aisle 

(Rutenberg 2008). The Arizona Senator’s support for the bill angered some within the 

Republican Party such as Colorado Representative Tom Tancredo, a future Republican 

primary challenger to McCain and an ardent supporter of tighter immigration policies. 

McCain was also placed in a difficult position when delegates at the Republican National 

Convention in September of 2008 adopted a platform calling for more security along the 

Mexican border, greater punishment for employers who hire undocumented workers, and 

a sharp criticism of policies that would provide amnesty to illegal residents (Pershing 

2008). In September of 2008, the McCain team ran a Spanish-language television ad 

attempting to paint Obama as duplicitous in the failure of immigration reform efforts in 

the Senate during the previous year. Running in the key battleground states of Colorado, 

New Mexico, and Nevada, the ad states: 

''Obama and his allies in Congress say they are on the side of immigrants, but they're not. Reports 
in the press say that their efforts were like 'poison pills' that caused immigration reform to fail. The 
results: 'No' to the guest workers program; 'no' to a path to citizenship, 'no' to secure borders. The 
reform didn't pass. Is that being on our side Obama and his Congressional allies -- ready to 
block immigration reform, but not ready to govern” (Rutenberg 2008). 

 
The Obama campaign released their own Spanish-language TV ads that same month 

linking McCain to the anti-immigrant rhetoric of conservative radio talk-show host Rush 

Limbaugh and Tom Tancredo.  

As the campaign closed, both McCain and Obama pledged to support legislation 

that would provide a path to citizenship for long-term undocumented workers. At the 

same time, both camps offered messages to voters that if elected they would be tougher 

on illegal border crossings without promising to make the issue a priority during their 

first year in office (Preston 2008a). In the end, McCain could not disassociate himself 

from the rhetoric of anti-immigration reform forces within his party despite efforts by his 
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campaign to reach out to Latino voters. Republicans continued to perpetuate this 

perception to the Latino community during congressional debate of the DREAM Act (the 

Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act) in the fall of 2010. Backed by 

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, the bill would have granted citizenship to the 

children of undocumented workers “younger than 36 who arrived in the United States as 

children, have lived here for five years or more, and are contributing to the country by 

attending college or serving in the military” (Vedantam 2010). In his first two years as 

president, Obama threw his support behind the DREAM Act while touting his tough 

stance on illegal immigration, including the deportation of more individuals in any two-

year period of United States’ history (Vedantam 2010). Garnering only 55 votes, the bill 

was defeated when Senate Democrats failed to reach the sixty votes needed to overcome 

a filibuster by Republicans. A core of anti-amnesty Republicans in the Senate led by 

Alabama’s Jeff Sessions argued that the bill rewarded criminal behavior while failing to 

solve the immigration crisis (Vedantam 2010). Coming at the end of the 111th Congress, 

the Senate defeat in December of 2010 guaranteed that immigration reform of any kind 

would be highly unlikely given the outcome of 2010 midterm elections, which handed 

over power of the House of Representatives to Republicans while reducing the number of 

seats held by the majority Democrats in the Senate.  

As this chapter reveals, there is new party research that shows that party 

organizations – particularly, local party organizations – are extremely resilient. Instead of 

waves of decline and resurgence, parties have historically adapted to the political climate. 

Parties have been noted for their complexity as “social organisms” and for having an 

“authority structure” albeit cloaked by layers of party leaders, activists, elected officials 
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seeking sometimes contradictory ends (Eldersveld 1966, 42). Party organizations vary in 

the nature of their structure from state to state or county to county, but each have a 

primary responsibility of drafting a strategy to win elections and to take into account the 

amount of resources needed to mobilize various segments of the population in order to do 

so. In the case of Latino voters, parties are adapting to an environment where ethnic and 

racially related interest groups play a part in representing the views of minority 

communities, along with mobilizing and energizing immigrant communities into the 

political process.  

Contemporary party organizational models illustrate both a highly organized and 

integrated system of national and state party campaign efforts, as witnessed by both 

Democratic and Republican parties in recent presidential cycles. Historically, state party 

organizations had organizational autonomy from the largely non-existent national party 

structure in terms of programmatic appeals and in the mobilization of voters due to 

constitutional power-sharing arrangements with Washington (Epstein 1986, 123). As 

power shifted to the national government through the advent of the bureaucratic welfare 

state, state and local party organizations drifted into the background of American politics, 

with the exception of their still dominant position of mobilization of voters in state and 

local elections (Crotty 1994, 147-49). State and local parties remain active in national 

elections, but the polarizing nature of contemporary politics places national, state, and 

local party coalitions at odds over election strategies and partisan campaign themes that 

often lead to animosity between office seekers, activists, leaders of the same party. 

According to James Gimpel, state and local party autonomy is often dependent upon 

cleavages between national and state party coalitions. He argues, “[a]utonomous state 
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party systems are those where the local party coalitions are consistently different from 

national party coalitions.” Gimpel notes, “This independence of state from national 

politics affects the cohesion of the party system because it weakens linkages between 

officeholders, candidates, and party organizations” (Gimpel 1996, 4). An officeholder or 

candidate with a different local constituency than the national party will have different 

policy concerns and different programmatic strategies for reaching state or local voters. 

National and state party organizations are deemed “congruent” when they share similar 

constituencies (Gimpel 1996, 6). Often, national and state party organizations consist of 

drastically different constituencies – however, it is often the case that party organizations 

also feature intra-state organizational differences as well (Gimpel and Schuknecht 2004).  

From the 1960’s to the 1980’s, many state party organizations became more 

bureaucratized by opening and maintaining an official headquarters – typically located in 

the state capital (Gibson et al. 1983, 199). Stronger parties imply that the party 

organization is more professional and more bureaucratic in nature. Similarly, local party 

organizations also have increased in activity and resources (Gibson et al. 1985, 146). 

Previous research has detailed several prerequisites for identifying strong party 

organizations. One is the absence of factionalism: where the differences between national 

and state party coalitions, along with same-party candidates, are minimal.  Second, party 

control over nominations is also an important maker of stable, strong, and cohesive party 

organizations. A party that cannot control its party nomination process – and is thus, 

prone to mavericks challenging chosen primary candidates – is considered weak. Parties 

also benefit from a unified electoral message in regards to the party’s platform. Unity 

amongst national, state, and local party coalitions makes mobilization of the electorate 
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easier because it allows for the centralization of the party’s campaign message and may 

conserve organizational expenses by cutting short intraparty primary battles (Gimpel 

1996, 5). Instead of focusing mobilization efforts on the entire electorate, party leaders 

can focus on reliable voting blocks from a consistent party coalition.  

Recent developments in party organization models and presidential campaign 

organizations highlight the cross-over participation of these groups at different levels, 

Peter Ubertaccio shows that the Bush 2004 campaign and the Republican National 

Committee employed business models such as “Multilevel Marketing” strategies to 

coordinate local volunteers and party workers with money and strategic resources from 

the national level (Ubertaccio 2007, 176). Matthew Dowd, George W. Bush’s campaign 

manager during the 2004 election, used sophisticated data-gathering programs to connect 

magazine and catalogue subscription lists to potential Republican and conservative voters 

(Bishop 2008, 257). Dowd and the Bush campaign also built volunteer networks around 

church affiliation, and sent volunteers to canvass potential voters who matched specific 

social characteristics of the volunteers (263). As these examples illustrate, national and 

state party organizations are increasingly returning to proven methods of person-to-

person contact – and this shift in campaigning activities ultimately augments the electoral 

responsibilities of local party organizations. Research by Alan Gerber and Donald Green 

suggests that face-to-face contact boosts turnout over more indirect mobilization such as 

direct mailings and phone banks (Gerber and Green 2000, 661). Data from the ANES 

also illustrate the importance of personal contact to electoral mobilization – political 

parties have traditionally carried the brunt of mobilization costs of getting partisan voters 

to the polls (Rosenstone and Hansen 2003, 170). Other notable work in the party 
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organization field finds increasing high-tech coordination of multi-level party 

organizations with federated organizations such as state labor unions and affiliated locals 

(Blumberg et al. 2007, 188). Using devices such as palm-pilots provided by state unions, 

party volunteers were sent voter lists and other area-specific information while out in the 

field. Rather than stifling the activities of local democratic institutions, technological 

advancements are revitalizing the role of the local party volunteer. The one glitch to this 

otherwise remarkable return to coordinated party efforts is that the Bipartisan Campaign 

Reform Act of 2002 limits any communication and coordination between multi-level 

party organizations and interest groups. The work of Dowd and the Bush campaign in 

2004 suggests that campaign and political organizations are finding novel ways to 

surmount this barrier, but time will tell if a consistent model of campaign coordination 

will develop.   

Latinos, Interest Groups, and Community Organizations 

While many Latino American organizations, such as the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC), National Council of La Raza, the National Association of 

Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO), the Mexican American Legal Defense 

and Education Fund (MALDEF), the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund 

(PRLDEF), and the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project (SVREP) were 

created independently of the Democratic and Republican Parties, these organizations 

along with countless others at the state and local level provide a critical outlet for Latino 

mobilization and political voice. With the exception of LULAC, which was founded in 

1929, the latter organizations emerged during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s as part of a 

growing effort to protect Latino rights (Garcia Bedolla 2009, 185). Organizations 
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supporting issues important to the Latino community run the social and political gamut 

from business interests such as the U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce to America’s 

Voice, a national immigration advocacy group founded in 2008.  

This project is concerned with the nature of efforts to reach Latino voters, and in 

particular, which organizations are attempting to do this. Little research has been 

conducted on the relationship between party organizations and the myriad of relatively 

new auxiliary groups that are active during contemporary political campaigns. Scholars 

have rightly focused on the efforts made by Latino civil rights groups and community 

organizations (Warren 2001; Marquez 2003). Recent scholarship has highlighted the non-

partisan and independent nature of community organizations and interest groups, but 

party organizations have created a system of electoral strategies that use issue groups, 

church organizations, and other organized interests in efforts to reach like-minded voters 

through personal contact methods such as door-to-door canvassing and phone-banking 

(Ubertaccio 2007, 179). Others have found that immigrants are more likely to contribute 

political outreach to community organizations rather than political parties (Wong 2006, 

89). Little has been written or documented relating new Latino interest groups to either of 

America’s major parties. This project will document connections between party 

organizations and interest groups within the Latino community, or to understand why 

those ties do not exist.  

While this project seeks to understand the impact of local political parties and 

interest groups in the process of Latino mobilization, I should note that recent 

developments in the creation of partisan non-profit advocacy groups have changed the 

electoral landscape, making it is necessary to explore the impact of interest groups that 
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have flourished after the passing of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 and the 

Supreme Court’s 2010 ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission. Despite 

the efforts by political reformers to end the practice of soft-money spending by political 

parties; corporations, unions, and wealthy individual donors found loopholes within 

BCRA and the United States’ tax code that allowed for the development of non-profit 

political advocacy groups that were free of most Federal Election Commission 

regulations (Solomon and Mosk 2007). By the 2004 presidential election, partisan 

interest groups had assembled tax-exempt organizations under section 527 of the United 

States tax code. These groups or “527’s” consist of “parties, committees, associations, 

funds, or other incorporated or unincorporated entities that are organized and operated for 

the purpose of accepting contributions and making expenditures for a statutorily defined 

exempt function” (Melone 2011, 66). When combined, 527’s went on to spend over $233 

million during the 2004 presidential campaign (Johnston 2006, 1167). These 

organizations, coupled with the development of potent 501(c )(3) and 501(c )(4) non-

profit political advocacy groups, have expanded the number of options available to well-

heeled campaign donors and political elites (1179, note 79).  

In January of 2010, the United States Supreme Court loosened federal campaign 

financing limits by ruling in favor of the conservative 501(c )(4) non-profit organization, 

Citizens United, in its case against the Federal Election Commission (FEC) (Liptak 

2010). In Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the Court struck down parts of 

the 2002 Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act. Specifically, a 5-4 majority of justices argued 

that the law went too far in limiting the First Amendment’s rights in regards to political 

organizations such as corporations and labor unions from spending freely during 
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candidates’ election campaigns, while still seeming to uphold public disclosure laws 

(Liptak 2010). It is too soon to judge the full impact of Citizens United, however, the rise 

of these advocacy groups after the passing of BCRA has created opportunities for 

partisan activists to finance independent political campaigns to assist financed-limited 

candidates and political parties at the federal level. To further explore this phenomenon, I 

find in chapter 5 that liberal and conservative organizations seeking to give an advantage 

to Harry Reid and Sharron Angle funneled millions of dollars into 527’s, 501(c )’s, and 

“Super PAC’s” created after the Court’s ruling in 2010. As that chapter shows, several of 

these organizations taking part in the Nevada Senate contest between the incumbent 

Democrat Reid and his Republican opponent, Angle, used their unfettered access to 

campaign money to fund a series of TV and radio ads attacking each political camp based 

on their stance towards immigration policy. These attacks on immigration policy 

ultimately pushed the Latino community into the forefront of the race and helped 

mobilize Latino voters.  

Conclusion 

Previous research on Latinos and political parties has left us with several 

questions. Do parties play the role we expect them to play in uniting different groups of 

Americans? Chapter two is concerned with the theoretical and methodological foundation 

of the project. It includes a detailed description of my survey method, data collection, and 

the criteria for sorting data received from respondents. It will also explain my choice of 

research subjects and issues pertaining to mail survey methodology. Chapter three notes 

the degree to which interest groups were active during the 2008 campaign in reaching out 

to Latino voters, and developing an understanding of what types of organizations were 
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involved in the mobilization process. By using multivariate analysis, chapter four looks at 

the causal link between local party mobilization of Latinos and the activity of interest 

groups conducting Latino outreach. Chapter five extends the scope of this project through 

a case study of Latino voters and interest groups leaders in Nevada during the 2010 

midterm elections. Lastly, chapter six argues that shifts in the electoral landscape have 

changed the way modern political campaigns are conducted and this has impacted the 

relationship that local political parties have with voters, including the Latino community.  

Party organizations at all levels of government have responded to external 

pressures and created innovative mobilization models with interest groups. Federal and 

state campaign laws restrict coordination of mobilization activities. It is also true, 

however, that these new auxiliary organizations challenge the authority of party leaders 

and office seekers by drawing on their own fundraising and leadership. Parties and 

interest groups are still active in reaching voters and getting them to the polls, but we 

need to update our definition of party organizations to reflect the reality of contemporary 

electoral structures. By studying today’s electoral landscape, this project seeks to tie 

changes in American political campaigns to the growth of Latinos voters in the last two 

decades. I intend to add to the growing literature on Latino and party politics by 

documenting the progression of political parties and other political organizations within 

Latino communities.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LOCAL PARTY ORGANIZATIONS AND LATINO VOTERS 

 

The Latino population in the United States has grown from 9.6 million in 1970 to 

just over 50 million by 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Latino population growth can 

be found in a number of key presidential battleground states such as Colorado, Florida, 

New Mexico, and Nevada, and make up key constituencies in politically powerful states 

like Texas and California. As noted in the previous chapter, both Democratic and 

Republican leaders have sought to capture the Latino vote with varying degrees of 

success. Latino party identification over the past decade has regularly benefitted 

Democrats, fluctuating between 49% and 58%, according to survey data from the Pew 

Hispanic Center. Latinos who identify with the Republican Party ranged over that same 

time period between 23% and 28% (Taylor and Fry 2008, 1). Since the 1960’s, 

Democrats have made a number of inroads into the Latino community through direct 

mobilization of Latino voters and campaign appeals to marginalized lower 

socioeconomic groups in the United States, and continue to garner much of the Latino 

vote (Hero et al. 2000, 531; DeSipio 1996; de la Garza, Garcia, and DeSipio 1992; Garcia 

and de la Garza 1977). While a majority of Latinos have long favored the Democratic 

Party, the perception that Democrats have given little back in return for such support has 

provided Republicans with optimism that Latinos can be won in the long-term (DeSipio 
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et al. 1999, 3). Likewise, past studies have found some differences in partisanship levels 

based on differences in ethnic-identity or ancestral country of origin such as divisions 

between Mexican Americans who largely identify with the Democratic Party and Cuban 

Americans who show significant support for Republicans (Alvarez and Garcia Bedolla 

2003; Box-Steffensmeier and Smith 1996; Green and Palmquist 1990; Miller et al. 1991).  

Over the last two decades, political parties have increased the resources devoted 

to and the sophistication of their organized appeals to Latinos including both grassroots 

GOTV and English/Spanish-language communication campaigns featuring elected Latino 

officials and noted members of the community (Subervi-Velez and Connaughton 2008, 

275). In an effort to reach a wider segment of the Latino community, the campaign 

organization of George W. Bush and regional Republican leaders targeted Latino voters 

during the 2000 contest, believing that non-Cuban Latinos could be persuaded to defect 

from the Democratic Party based on favorable social issues such as abortion (Alvarez and 

Garcia Bedolla 2003, 32). All told, the Bush Campaign, the Republican National 

Committee, various Republican PACs and outside spending organizations spent over $2 

million on Spanish-language ads, outspending Democrats by a 2-1 margin (Oberfield and 

Segal 2008, 293). As Barreto and Nuño note in studying the 2004 presidential election, 

Republicans and the Bush Campaign made a concerted effort to recruit Latino volunteers 

to reach out to Latino voters, with research showing that Latinos contacted by Latino 

Republican activists were more likely to support George W. Bush than when contacted 

by non-Latino Republican activists (Barreto and Nuño 2009, 453).  

Latinos in the United States made up a small and narrowly regional aspect of the 

American electorate prior to the 1990’s, and Democrats and Republicans made only 
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limited gestures to Latino voters, although this has changed with the growth and 

spreading out of the Latino population into newer communities throughout the country 

(Hero et al. 2000, 530). While national appeals towards Latinos by parties was sporadic 

before the last two decades, Downsian theories of American democracy would expect 

that political mobilization of Latino voters would hinge on the size of the Latino 

population in proportion to other population groups. In a Downsian model, parties on the 

left and right merge their campaign appeals toward the center, or the median voter 

(Downs 1957). By extension, we should expect that as Latinos become a larger segment 

of the electorate, parties would be more willing to make electoral appeals to Latino 

voters. Under such conditions, we should expect both parties at the county level to seek 

the median voter if that voter is predominantly Latino.  

As set out in Chapter 1, I hypothesize that in order to reach Latino voters political 

parties and interest groups forge deeply connected party networks in an effort to 

overcome deficiencies within the party system or to resolve complicating factors such as 

campaign finance restrictions. Recent work by Wong (2006) and Jones-Correa (1998), 

however, argue that parties are less likely to place their resources into reaching out to 

marginalized voting communities – including Latinos. They argue that interest groups 

and advocacy organizations have a significant role in providing political voice to foreign-

born communities in the United States, including Latino communities that are often 

comprised of large numbers of first- and second-generation Americans. I counter this 

argument by showing that political parties and interest groups are far from independent 

political forces when it comes to mobilizing Latino voters, and they often share political 

beliefs, values, and goals, and sometimes exchange campaign money and personnel, in 
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order to win politically and electorally. This chapter provides a detailed look into the 

relationship between local party organizations and Latino voters. First, I explain the case 

selection for this study, followed by a description of the methodological underpinnings of 

my survey and the construction of the questions. The rest of the chapter provides a 

descriptive analysis of local party activity during the 2008 election season.  

Studying Party Organizations and Latino Voters 

To measure the relationship between party organizations, interest groups, and 

Latino voters, I employed a mail survey of 1,386 county political party officials in ten 

states throughout the U.S during the 2008 Presidential election. In addition, I completed a 

series of interviews with interest group leaders and campaign participants during the 2010 

U.S Senate race in Nevada. Local party leaders were asked to assess party outreach in 

their communities towards Latino voters in 2008, while the Senate race in Nevada 

between Harry Reid and Sharron Angle illustrates the potential electoral power of Latino 

voters in the American West. Both the 2008 and 2010 elections provide insight into who 

conducts Latino voter mobilization and how candidates, party organizations, and interest 

groups coordinate or compete against each other in efforts (share voter lists, volunteers, 

money, and other resources) to reach Latinos. In addition, this survey uncovers political 

elites’ perceptions of Latino group importance in their political jurisdictions. I also 

examine demographic differences between counties with substantial concentrations of 

Latinos and other racial groups.  

It is important to say a word about the nomenclature associated with this study. 

Throughout this work, I interchangeably use Latino and Hispanic to describe voters, 

political leaders, and communities whose ancestors originated from areas of North and 
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South America once ruled by the Spanish Empire, and who sometimes speak Spanish as a 

primary or secondary language, and who might see a shared common culture or political 

identity through the prism of this heritage. However, some survey respondents reminded 

me that not everyone uses these designations. I have chosen Latino and Hispanic because 

they encompass the plethora of Spanish-language and heritage groups in the United 

States and because they have become the common form of reference in the political and 

social sciences.  

Why study political party leaders at the county level? First, one cannot ignore the 

strength of party coalitions created by local party organizations. Unlike presidential 

campaign organizations which often temporarily coalesce behind a single candidate, and 

then, quickly dissipate – local party organizations are headed by neighborhood leaders, 

local officeholders, office seekers, and their staffs, as well as other invested members of 

the community who provide a degree of continuity in that they consistently mobilize 

voters at short intervals over a regular election cycle. During presidential, midterm, and 

off-year elections, county party organizations are responsible for distributing campaign 

information and mobilizing voters. Beck et al found that local party organizations were 

integrated with national and state party committees while still autonomous during the 

heyday of soft money contributions and the funneling of money to national and state 

sources to local parties (Beck et al. 1999, 55). As Hershey notes, counties tend to be the 

heart of local party organizations, as many local elected seats are countywide positions 

(Hershey 2007, 50). More importantly, county party organizations often are responsible 

for providing volunteers and party workers for “Get Out The Vote” (GOTV) efforts. 

Local county-level party organizations, more so than national or state party organizations, 
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have the most contact with local population groups – and in theory, Latino communities. 

As Clark and Prysby note, “Local party organizations help to recruit candidates for 

lower-level offices…[t]hey provide a base of possible volunteers for campaigns, 

especially local ones…they, along with local office holders, help to define the image that 

the party has at the local level.” They conclude, “By their actions, grassroots activists can 

help to bring voters and activists into the party or they can drive them away” (Clark and 

Prysby 2004, 6). In the same study, Clark et al.’s work on Southern county political elites 

provides a blueprint for this project by gauging a number of key demographic and 

attitudinal assessments of party activists via survey research, including the measurement 

of which campaign activities are implemented most frequently by party leaders and 

activists.  

States and Case Selections 

The counties targeted by this survey come from Arizona, California, Colorado, 

Florida, Illinois, Nevada, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, and Texas. These are the 

ten states with the highest proportion of Latinos amongst their overall population (2000 

U.S. Census and 2008 U.S. Census estimate). Together, these states contain just under 

80% of the entire U.S. Latino or Hispanic population. In choosing these states, I wanted 

to be able to compare mobilization differences between counties in different states, and at 

the same time, compare counties within states. For instance: 36.6% of Californians are 

Latino/Hispanic, yet, this proportion has a wide range between counties. In one 

comparison, Latinos make up just 5% of Trinity County, California, but constitute 77% 

of Imperial County. In 2008, Latinos made up a majority of residents in seven California 

counties (Pew Hispanic Center 2008). Such population diversity allows us to measure  
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Table 2.1 States Included in the Study, by Pct of Latino Population Statewide 

State 
Latino 

Population* 
% Of 

Total Pop. 
Registered Latino 

Voters** 
% Share of 

State Vote** 
No. of Latino 

Elected Officials 

New Mexico 890,976 45 288,124 32 657 

California 13,452,940 37 2,737,266 18 1163 

Texas 8,879,346 37 2,660,628 21 2171 

Arizona 1,956,554 30 355,140 13 354 

Nevada 668,243 26 109,403 11 11 

Florida 3,848,951 21 1,372,118 12 131 

Colorado 997,770 20 273,824 10 160 

New York 3,254,880 17 1,068,711 10 64 

New Jersey 1,415,274 16 390,950 9 103 

Illinois 1,961,038 15 517,865 7 97 
*2008 U.S. Census Estimate **2007 Figures, NALEO Report 

and compare the impact of Latino population on party mobilization efforts. In essence, to 

what extent is party mobilization of Latino voters at the county level a function of a 

substantial local Latino population? 

The differences between states may also reveal interesting impediments or factors 

that may act as a catalyst for increasing Latino mobilization by political parties or interest 

groups. Some of these differences are listed in Table 2.1, which lists Latino population 

figures from the United States Bureau of the Census’ 2008 estimate and Latino election 

figures obtained from the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials 

(NALEO). The state with the largest Latino population is California with more than 13 

million residents, but the state is second to New Mexico when we measure the presence 

of Latinos within a state as a proportion of the population. In New Mexico, 45% of the 

state’s population identifies as Latino, but only 32% of its registered voters. These figures 

reveal perhaps the true power of Latinos among the ten states sampled in this project – 

and why some have called Latino voters “the sleeping giant” (Citrin 2002). Latinos make 

up a quarter of the population in states such as New Mexico, California, Texas, Arizona, 

and Nevada. However, Latinos are a much smaller proportion of residents who are 
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registered to vote. For instance, Latinos in California and Texas make up 37% of each 

state’s population, but only 18% and 21% of its registered voters, respectively. Lastly, 

Table 2.1 notes the number of Latinos elected to office in each of the ten sample states. 

This table includes elected officials from national, state, and local level positions. Given 

their geographic and demographic size, California and Texas not surprisingly lead the 

way with over a thousand Latinos holding office in each state. Nine out of the ten sample 

states show a robust number of Latino elected officials, with the exception of Nevada, 

where the number of elected officials is relatively low and where no Latino currently 

holds a position in Congress.1 

Each of the ten states that make up this sample differ in numerous political 

characteristics such as electoral rules dictating party strength as well as historical 

attributes attached to state and local political coalitions, including one-party dominance 

or whether Latinos have obtained important positions in government or party leadership. 

These coalitions are often based on the ability of local party organizations and offices-

seekers to incorporate Latino voters into their base support, which is sometimes 

predicated on past circumstances of political participation or specific events related to 

racial discrimination against Latinos within the state or region. In states such as New 

Mexico, Latinos have traditionally had an impact on statewide politics, while racial 

barriers such as segregation and white primaries hampered Latinos in Texas. Such 

historical legacies impact the current relationships between Latinos and local party 

organizations, and in so doing, have an effect on the level and character of Latino 

mobilization and turnout. National political coalitions that center on presidential campai- 

                                                           
1
 The NALEO figures from 2007 do not include the election of Governor Brian Sandoval in November 

2010 and the changing demographics of the state assembly.  
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Table 2.2. Presidential Two-Party Results, Democratic Candidates 1988-2008 
State 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 
Arizona 39% 49% 51% 47% 45% 46% 
California 48% 59% 57% 56% 55% 62% 
Colorado 46% 53% 49% 46% 48% 55% 
Florida 39% 49% 53% 49.9% 47% 51% 
Illinois 49% 59% 60% 56% 55% 63% 
Nevada 39% 52% 51% 48% 49% 56% 
New Jersey 43% 51% 60% 58% 53% 58% 
New Mexico 47% 55% 54% 50.1% 49.9% 58% 
New York 52% 59% 66% 63% 59% 64% 
Texas 44% 48% 47% 39% 38% 44% 

Source: Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, http://uselectionatlas.org 
 

-gns often differ in nature from state and local political coalitions as national Democrats 

and Republicans move towards the middle politically in order to reach more moderate 

voters (Gimpel 1996). While reliable state and local party coalitions are critical to 

national electoral victory, their stability allows for national parties to look elsewhere for 

an electoral edge.  

As mentioned previously, both Democrat and Republican national party 

organizations have increasingly looked to Latino voters to put them over the top in 

presidential and congressional contests – and Latino voters reside in large states that have 

been critical to recent presidential campaigns. As illustrated in Table 2.2, the states 

included in this sample have been closely fought at the national level between Democrats 

and Republicans with the exception of Texas and New York. The eight remaining states 

have been won by both Democratic and Republican candidates between 1988 and 2008. 

The data shows the transition of California, Illinois, and New Jersey into solid 

Democratic states, and the emergence of Colorado, Florida, New Mexico, and Nevada as 

key swing states.  
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In all of these states, Latinos constitute a key constituency for Democrats, with 

the exception of Florida, where Cubans are an important sector of the Republican vote in 

South Florida. Due to a high level of voting cohesiveness, Cuban Americans in Florida 

have asserted political power by electing Cuban governors, U.S. lawmakers in both the 

House and Senate, and a number of state and local officials (Moreno and Warren 1996, 

169). Latino Floridians in Dade County supported conservatives such as George Bush 

with upwards of 85% of the vote share in 1988 in comparison to estimates that 

Democratic Opponent Michael Dukakis received 70% of the Latino vote nationwide 

(Moreno and Warren 1992, 127). While Miami-Dade’s Latino community from the 

1950’s to the 1970’s was largely Cuban, much of the population growth since then has 

been in the non-Cuban Latino community, which has grown at a faster rate than the still 

expanding Cuban community (Moreno and Warren 1992, 129). Cuban Americans differ 

from other Latino nationalities in their high level of economic attainment in comparison 

to others, as well as a history of highly organized efforts to change the policies of the 

communist government in Cuba (Grenier and Perez 2003). Cubans in South Florida were 

key to the 1986 gubernatorial victory of former Tampa Mayor Bob Martinez, a 

Republican who could trace his lineage to Cuban ancestors in the nineteenth century 

(Grenier et al. 1994, 162). Martinez, like many Republicans, received supermajorities 

from the Cuban American community but this has been increasingly offset in statewide 

elections by the votes of non-Cuban Latinos in the rest of Florida. Bill Clinton’s 1996 

general election victory in the state showed that Democrats were beginning to attract 

some Cuban voters to supplement success with other Florida Latino communities 

(Moreno and Warren 1999, 233). By the 2000 and 2004 presidential elections, Florida 
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was seen by the national parties and by the media as one of the key battleground states 

due to its population size and its competitiveness (Moreno et al. 2010, 251). Republicans 

won the infamous 2000 election in Florida and a more comfortable victory in 2004, but 

Barack Obama was able to pull out a victory in 2008. As for the future, recent population 

data shows that of the 4.2 million Latinos in Florida, only 29% list their nationality as 

Cuban.  Of the remaining 71% of Latinos, 20% list their nationality as Puerto Rican, and 

15% as Mexican, while a plurality of 36% fall within different Latin American 

nationality backgrounds (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census). Immigrants from 

Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Haiti have increasingly built communities in South Florida 

and have been a presence in presidential politics (Gimpel 1999, 214).  

Among other key battleground states with significant Latino populations, 

Colorado, New Mexico, and Nevada have garnered significant attention from national 

political parties and presidential campaign organizations as Americans have moved into 

western Sunbelt suburbs around cities like Denver, Albuquerque, and Las Vegas. New 

Mexico is quite unique from other states with a significant Latino population in that it not 

only has the largest Latino population as a percentage of state residents (45%), but this 

population is largely comprised of Hispanics who trace their lineage back before U.S. 

annexation in 1850, subsequent Anglo settlement, and before recent Mexican 

immigration from the south during the 20th century, and have a history and folkways that 

are specific to this particular region (Nostrand 1980, 382). New Mexicans of Hispano 

descent, those whom trace their ancestry to early Spanish settlement of what today is the 

Southwestern U.S., have historically enjoyed a greater role in state and local politics, 

often controlling towns and counties where they held a majority or plurality of voters, 
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unlike Latinos in neighboring states such as Texas and Arizona (Garcia and Sapien 1999, 

75). For this group, political participation has been quite high when compared to other 

Latino groups and has also matched participation rates of Anglo New Mexicans as well 

(Sierra 1992, 47). Hispanos have largely identified with the Democratic Party, while 

Anglos have typically supported Republicans, but Republicans have successfully made 

inroads into this large community over the last thirty years (Sierra 1992, 51).2 Despite the 

lack of help to candidates down the ballot, Republicans have succeeded in getting a 

small, but decisive proportion of Latinos in New Mexico to back their party’s presidential 

candidate (Garcia 1996, 56). Democrats have been able to maintain strong registration 

leads over Republicans in the Latino community. The competitiveness of the state can be 

seen in presidential results in 2000, where Al Gore won the state by a mere 366 votes and 

in 2004 when John Kerry lost the state by 5,988 votes to George Bush (Sierra and Garcia 

2010, 97).  

Unlike New Mexico, Nevada and Colorado are fast-growing states without a 

dominant Latino community – but with one that is growing quickly. Long dependent on 

federal subsidies, Nevada saw a population explosion beginning in the 1950’s and 

continuing into the present.3 The state’s Latino population grew by an astounding 217% 

between 1990 and 2000 (Bejarano and Segura 2010, 314). Latinos have become a 

growing force in the electorate, and Latinos now hold important positions in state 

politics, including governor (Bejarano and Segura 2010, 323). During the 2004 

presidential election, both the Bush and Kerry campaign organizations made appeals to 

the state’s Latino voters, with the former pulling out a narrow victory (DeSipio and Leal 

                                                           
2
 This trend continued with the election of the state’s first Latina Governor, Republican Susana Martinez, in 

November 2010.  
3 See chapter 5 of this work for greater detail on the history of Nevada and its politics. 
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2010, 13). The combination of Nevada’s population growth and its stretch of competitive 

presidential races has made it a target of large campaign efforts over the last decade.  

In Colorado, Latino activism in the 1960’s and 1970’s spurred greater political 

participation including voter registration and campaigning on behalf of Latino candidates 

for office (Saiz 1992, 69). Like New Mexico, Colorado has a sizable Spanish-American 

or Hispano community that emphasizes its cultural connection to the Spanish 

colonization of Mexico in addition to a large Mexican-American community (Saiz 1992, 

70). Traditionally, the state has featured one of the highest rates of Latino adult 

citizenship, making Latino political participation and impact in Colorado politics 

significant (Hero 1996, 75). Since 1952, Colorado has delivered most of its electoral 

votes to Republican presidential candidates with the exceptions of 1964, 1992, and 2008 

(Hero et al. 1999, 102). However, Colorado has become competitive for Democrats as 

Denver and its suburbs have increased in size, offsetting Republicans in rural parts of the 

state (Gimpel 1999, 100). At the same time, state conservatives have benefitted from 

“’Orange County’ Republicans” relocating from California to Colorado’s growing 

suburbs (Hero et al. 1999, 104). Beginning with the 1992 election, Latinos have been 

critical to Democrats winning statewide elections (101). While George Bush went on to 

win Colorado’s electoral votes in 2004, Ken and John Salazar became the first Latino 

U.S. Senator and Congressman in state history that same year (Gonzalez Juenke and 

Sampaio 2010, 131).  

Far from the southwest, Latinos have built strong communities in northern states 

such as New York, New Jersey, and Illinois, where they make up 17%, 16%, and 15% of 

the each state’s population, respectively. A target of Get-Out-The-Vote efforts nationally, 
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Latinos in New York and New Jersey are often ignored by Democratic and Republican 

presidential campaign organizations given the relative non-competitiveness of both states 

at the presidential level (Jones-Correa 1998, 77; Muzzio and Cortino 2010, 222). A 

Republican presidential candidate last won New Jersey in 1992, while Democrats have 

won every presidential contest in New York since Michael Dukakis in 1988. In New 

York state politics, many of the state’s elected Latino officials come from the five 

boroughs of New York City, but Latinos have increasingly moved into the city’s eastern 

suburbs on Long Island (Muzzio and Cortino 2010, 231). In New Jersey, the Latino 

community is a diverse group that is divided between Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and 

Mexican ethnic groups along with a large community of Hispanic “Others” (Casellas 

2010, 293). Puerto Ricans make up the largest Latino nationality in New Jersey, and are a 

significant force politically in New York City Metro region (Falcon 1992, 148). It should 

be noted that Puerto Ricans differ politically from other Latino ethnic groups, for which 

foreign-born residents may constitute a significant segment of the community, in that 

they are already U.S. citizens by birth and do not face the same legal or institutional 

hurdles of citizenship.   

In Illinois, large-scale Latino immigration began during World War I when the 

U.S. government along with the agricultural and manufacturing industries brought 

Mexican workers into the United States (Fraga 1992, 112). Today, a vast majority of 

Illinois’ Latino population resides in Chicago and the rest of Cook County. Mexican 

Americans making up a significant segment of this group, but the city also features large 

Puerto Rican and Cuban communities (Valadez 1994, 115-117). Latinos also account for 

a growing segment of the population in counties surrounding Cook, including Lake, 
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DuPage, Kane, and Will Counties (Dominguez 2010, 276). Illinois has one Latino-

majority U.S. Congressional district, the 4th, which has been represented by Luis 

Gutierrez from its inception in 1993 (DeSipio 1999, 193). Since 1992, the state has been 

solidly Democratic at the national level – Democratic presidential candidates have won 

each campaign in Illinois. Yet, Illinois is also known for the competitiveness of its 

elections statewide, including the election of Republicans Peter Fitzgerald and Mark Kirk 

to the U.S. Senate in the last two decades (Valadez 1994, 116).  

Like Illinois, New Jersey, and New York, California has become a major center of 

Democratic support at the national level. A Republican presidential candidate has not 

won the state since George H.W. Bush in 1988. State and national Democrats have 

benefitted from Latino and Asian immigration since 1970 (Gimpel 1999, 52). In his 

failed 2004 presidential bid, John Kerry won California easily and received 

overwhelming support from the state’s Latino community (Barreto et al. 2010, 204). The 

state has the largest Latino population in the country with over 13.4 million residents, 

constituting 37% of the state. However, the fact that a large foreign-born population 

exists within California’s Latino community diminishes the political impact of the overall 

Latino presence in the state – and this is amplified by other socioeconomic factors such 

as poverty, education, and youth, which tend to lower Latino political participation 

(Pachon et al. 1999, 168). Historically, Latinos have faced discrimination in housing, 

employment, and education in California, and more recently, voters through Prop 187 

attacked public policies that were seen as connected to the state’s Latino community 

(Garcia Bedolla 2010, 56; Pachon et al. 1999, 171). In the 1940’s, Mexican Americans 

across the state developed the Community Service Organization (CSO) to bring Latinos 
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back into the political process, and which helped lay the foundation for Cesar Chavez and 

the United Farm Workers’ organizing of California’s agriculture industry. Through voter 

registration drives, Latinos sought to regain representation in state and local governments 

that had been largely denied them since the mid-nineteenth century (Garcia Bedolla 2010, 

68). In the last two decades, Latino voters have propelled Mexican American elected 

officials to statewide offices and to the mayor’s office of cities such as Los Angeles (88).   

As consistently Democratic as California has become, Texas and Arizona have 

developed into important Republican strongholds when it comes to national politics. The 

last Democratic presidential candidates to win either Arizona or Texas occurred in 1996 

and 1976, respectively. In fact, Bill Clinton’s victory in 1996 was his party’s only win in 

Arizona since Harry Truman’s in 1948. Like California, Texas is a large state, with a 

Latino population of over 8 million. Historically, segregation of both Latino and African 

American communities was widespread in Texas and access to political participation was 

virtually impossible (Garcia Bedolla 2010, 65). Latinos can be found throughout the 

state, but the largest Latino communities are found in the south and southwest regions of 

the state near the Mexico-U.S. border (Montoya 1999, 140). While Arizona is much 

smaller in terms of population when compared to Texas, the state has similar proportion 

of Latino residents – although it is estimated that only 13% of Latinos are registered to 

vote. The Latino community in Arizona is similar to that of Texas in that a majority of 

Latinos in the state trace their ancestry to Mexico or former territories belonging to 

Mexico but now part of the United States (Hero 1992, 77). Both Texas and Arizona have 

a historical legacy of segregation in education and housing aimed at African Americans 

and Latinos (Garcia Bedolla 2010, 60).  
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Politically, Latinos in Texas and Arizona have been elected to both state 

legislative positions and to the U.S. House of Representatives (Garcia Bedolla 2010, 88). 

Since 1992, Texas has added Latino-majority districts to comply with the Voting Rights 

Act, and is currently involved in ongoing litigation between the state and U.S. 

Department of Justice after the 2010 Census (Montoya 1999, 140). The pending case has 

the potential to create additional Latino-majority districts for the 2014 midterm elections  

(Horwitz, 2012). As Latinos emerged in the 1980’s as an electoral base of power in Texas 

politics, it became clear that they gave a majority of their support to Democratic 

candidates for office – even as the rest of Texas and the nation was trending Republican 

(Flores and Brischetto 1992, 91). Latinos in Arizona vote overwhelmingly for the 

Democratic Party in contrast to the growing Republican-lean of the state’s Anglo vote. 

Latino organizations and state Democrats argue that white conservatives have 

increasingly used ballot initiatives to attack programs beneficial to poor and working-

class Latinos by associating them with illegal Mexican immigrant workers and social 

welfare fraud (Avalos et al 2010, 161). During the 2004 campaign in Arizona, outside 

anti-immigration groups helped to successfully finance Proposition 200, a law that would 

prevent undocumented workers from gaining access to public services (Avalos 2010, 

162). As results from the 2008 election show, Republicans have gained an edge in 

statewide contests in both Texas and Arizona despite the growth in the Latino population.  

Survey Characteristics and Response Rate 

Given the importance of the role of political institutions and their presence among 

local Latino communities, the survey targeted local party leadership in states with a 

significant Latino population and was sent to county party headquarters. In only a few 
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cases was the survey answered by someone not elected to the chair position. In a few 

instances, I mailed surveys to private residences and businesses when I could determine 

that party chairs had a secondary address. Party chairs were sent surveys twice over a 

four-month period. Overall, I received 217 survey responses of 1,384 possible county 

chair responses – targeting both Republican and Democratic Chairs for each county – for 

an initial response rate of 15.6%. However, I found that 138 or 10% of county chairs 

were either currently empty, meaning that the positions appeared to be unoccupied, or did 

not have a valid address and the accompanying survey was returned unopened. Dozens of 

survey letters were returned due to not having the correct address or because party 

leadership had changed and was not updated online or by the state party organization. 

Often, an empty leadership position existed in rural, sparsely populated counties or in 

areas dominated by one-party rule. Given the absence of party leadership, I deducted 138 

counties from the initial survey population for a new population of 1,246. Accordingly, 

this increases my response rate slightly to 17.4%. Looking at past research, this adjusted 

rate falls below works surveying political party chairs. The response rates of these past 

surveys consisted of 28%4 (Lawson et al. 1986, 349), 52.7%5 (Gibson et al. 1985, 141), 

53% (Frendreis et al. 1990, 227), and 56% (Burrell 1986, 50). As Herrnson et al. note, 

“Response rates among officeholders tend to be particularly low because they receive 

many survey requests, and they believe there is some risk that their answers might be 

used to harm their interests” (Herrnson et al. 2007, 41). Upon the customary review of th- 

                                                           
4
 Lawson et al. surveyed district leaders in Middlesex County, NJ. I have included this figure because it is 

not only closer to my response rate, but also because district leaders may mirror the levels of responsibility 
and resources of county chairs in weak-party states.  
5 As part of the Party Transformation Study (PTS), Gibson et al sent 7,300 surveys out over a period of a 
year. In comparison, I sent two waves of nearly 1,380. Gibson and his colleagues note that in some cases 
party chairs were sent up to five mailings. Based on limited funding, I was only able to send out two 
mailings for most states, with three mailings for New Jersey.  
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Table 2.3. Survey Response Distribution By State 

State 

Counties Per 
State Targeted 

by Survey 

No. of County 
Parties in State 

Targeted 
Percent Without 

Chair 
Response Rate 

From Each State 
AZ 15 30 13.3% 15.4% 
CA 58 116 6.0% 15.6% 
CO 64 128 16.4% 22.4% 
FL 67 134 8.2% 11.4% 
IL 102 204 2.0% 15.5% 
NJ 21 42 2.4% 4.9% 
NM 33 66 9.1% 15.0% 
NV 16 32 25.0% 25.0% 
NY 62 124 5.6% 13.7% 
TX 254 508 13.6% 21.4% 
Total 692 1384 10.0% 17.4% 

 

-is research, a university institutional review board asked that a consent form be attached 

with every survey sent to the targeted participants of this survey. In this case, mandatory 

consent forms may have reduced the overall response rate and may have given extra 

caution to some party chairs fearing the loss of confidentiality.6 Upon reviewing the data 

collected, weighting the data, and sorting through the responses, I believe that my results 

replicate findings that would have occurred with a more robust response rate. The 

weighting process took partisanship and state-related biases into consideration when 

considering variances in Latino mobilization and to balance response disparities. 

As mentioned above, the overall response rate (17.4%) fell below past surveys of 

local party leadership. The response rate of county party organizations varied from state 

to state (see Table 2.3), ranging from 4.5% (New Jersey) to 25% (Nevada), but these 

figures belie the differences in the rate of response between various states. For instance, a 

                                                           
6
 While there is no direct evidence from my respondents or non-respondents, Ronald F. White writes that 

the increasingly strict ruling on research work in academia has lead to increased time in conducting 
research and the impact it has on lowering subject participation in the behavioral and social sciences (White 
2007).  
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response rate of over 20% in Texas produces 94 surveys in a state with 254 counties and 

508 potential county party organizations. Conversely, Nevada’s 25% response rate only 

produced 6 surveys as the state is divided into only 16 counties. In chapter 4, I will 

discuss further the implications of how state’s response rates vary and how it impacts the 

weighting of data for my dissertation’s regression models. This rate difference results in 

the overrepresentation of states such as Texas and Illinois, who have a large number of 

counties, over the geographically large – but county-short – Arizona. 

What explains the differences in response rate from state to state? It is a difficult 

question to answer without the appropriate feedback from county chairs that refused to 

fill out the survey. As Gibson et al. (1985) illustrate, the vitality or existence of local 

party organizations is different in every state (Gibson et al. 1985, 141f3). In their national 

survey of county party leaders, they found that developed or less rural counties were 

more likely to respond. I found no clear connection between population densities, my 

measure of county development, and survey response. As New Jersey proves, counties 

that are dense with presumably active political parties are no more likely to participate 

than counties in western rural states with low density or large uninhabited areas such as 

Arizona or New Mexico. In fact, I was surprised to receive several surveys from rural 

county party leaders where countywide votes are tallied in the low hundreds on the day of 

the general election.    

In terms of survey response, partisanship was another area of concern. In a perfect 

world, the same numbers of Democrat and Republican county chairs would respond to 

the questionnaire. This was not the case with my survey, as seen in the partisan 
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distribution of respondents.7 Just over 61% of those who returned my survey were 

Democrat chairs. Why did so many more Democrats participate in this project compared 

to Republicans? I found no definitive answer to this question. However, one Republican 

chair felt there was partisan bias to the questionnaire itself. Does an interest in studying 

differences in party mobilization of racial or ethnic groups indicate partisan bias? While I 

disagree with this assessment, the perception may have played a factor in some 

Republican leaders not filling out the survey. Are Democrats more interested in attracting 

Latino voters? The electoral successes of Republicans in Texas, Florida, and Arizona lead 

me to believe that Latinos have yet to be “electorally captured” by the Democratic Party, 

and thus, Republican candidates will openly seek votes from the Latino community.8 

Ultimately, the response rate of my survey depends on a number of factors – some of 

which include how active or “busy” local parties and chairs may be during a presidential 

election season, but also personal dispositions that would affect survey response rates in 

general.9 

 A third way of viewing survey respondents is through county demographics, 

namely the size or proportion of the Latino community within the county. The data also 

reveals that a majority of chairs that responded reside in counties where Latinos make up 

less than 25% of the county’s population. This figure is not surprising when one takes 

                                                           
7
 Additional survey characteristics can be found in the appendix.  

8 See Frymer (1999). Frymer uses the term electoral capture to denote among other things the complete lack 
of interest by one party to seek the votes of a specific segment of the electorate. At the time of the books 
publication, Frymer believed that the U.S.’s largest Latino group, Mexican Americans, had yet to be 
captured by either major American political party.  
9 During the process of sending and receiving survey responses, one Republican chair refused to participate 
in the study and criticized my study as being a biased, “Marxist-Socialist” exercise in false social 
classification. I cannot determine how widespread this reaction may have been amongst Republican Party 
leaders, other than noting the response rate difference between Democrats and Republicans. It may be that 
the survey topic had more appeal to Democratic chairs after their party won the general election. In an 
effort to balance response results, I have weighted the data for my regression models in chapter four.  
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into consideration that Latinos make up just 15% of the U.S. population as a whole. In 

fact, 49% of respondents live in counties where Latinos fall below the national average, 

and a full 21% reside in counties where Latinos make up less than 5% of local residents. 

Given these figures, the data collected represents a diverse assortment of county 

demographics. Almost 23% of respondents live in counties where Latinos make up 

anywhere from 25-49% of the county population. In some cases, these demographic 

figures make the local Latino community the largest racial or ethnic group in the county. 

Lastly, a little less than 10% of chairs surveyed reside in counties where Latinos 

constitute a full majority of county residents.  

 My final breakdown of respondent characteristics looks at partisanship and past 

party voting. The data indicates the electoral environment in which respondents reside. I 

decided to use both the elections of 2004 and 2008 to gauge county partisanship and 

electoral competition, along with a third factor of whether the state was considered a 

crucial toss-up or swing state for national party organizational fortunes. Looking at the 

presidential races of 2004 and 2008, an overwhelming majority of my respondents live in 

counties in which the Republican presidential candidate (George W. Bush and John 

McCain, respectively) won a majority of the two-party vote. This is an interesting finding 

given the skewed partisanship noted above. Quite unexpectedly, 82% of the chairs that 

responded to this survey reside in counties won by George W. Bush in 2004, and 69% of 

respondents reside in counties won by John McCain in 2008. I found that for many of the 

Democratic chairs that took part in this study, they are the minority party, or at least 

nationally, reside in places where it is difficult for Democratic candidates to win. 

However, it says nothing about the fortunes or the competitiveness of Republican and  
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Table 2.4. Mobilization of Latino Voters By Local Party Organizations 

State No Mobilization 
Active 

Mobilization 
Latino Share of State 

Population 
Arizona 25% 75% 30% 
California 71% 29% 37% 
Colorado 58% 42% 20% 
Florida 57% 43% 21% 
Illinois 93% 7% 15% 
New Jersey 100% 0% 16% 
New Mexico 33% 67% 45% 
Nevada 100% 0% 26% 
New York 88% 13% 17% 
Texas 66% 34% 37% 

 

Democratic candidates at the state and local level, and the data was not collected to 

compare county characteristics. A vast majority of responding party chairs live in states 

that were viewed as competitive by the media when it came to the 2008 presidential 

election. Just fewer than 76% of respondents lived in states where the election was a 

foregone conclusion – drastically reducing the likelihood that national party or 

presidential campaign organizations were going to spend financial and human resources 

to mobilize the vote.  

Local Political Party Mobilization  

Looking at the survey results, local party organizations lack a unifying drive to 

mobilize Latino voters in the United States. As I will later show, the proportion of a 

county’s Latino population relative to total population explains much of this problem. To 

the naked eye, however, the simple assortment of respondents by state and into county 

party organizations that did and did not mobilize Latino voters reveals little. As the raw, 

unweighted data in Table 2.4 illustrates, most county party organizations did not make an 

effort to mobilize Latino voters. By mobilization efforts, I mean the types of actions  
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Table 2.5. Percentage of Local Party Organizations Targeting Latino Voters (By State) 
State % No Mobilization % 1-4 Actions % 5-8 Actions % 9+ Actions 

AZ 25% 25% 50% 0% 
CA 71% 12% 12% 6% 
CO 58% 25% 17% 0% 
FL 57% 21% 14% 7% 
IL 93% 3% 3% 0% 
NJ 100% 0% 0% 0% 
NM 33% 22% 11% 33% 
NV 100% 0% 0% 0% 
NY 88% 13% 0% 0% 
TX 66% 25% 9% 0% 

Total 70% 19% 9% 2% 
 

 

taken by a political party or other political actors to contact or provide campaign 

information to the local Latino community with the hope that such actions will lead to 

Latino support at the polls. These actions can take several forms, including material 

support for a candidate or information to educate voters on a particular issue. My survey 

specifically defines mobilization efforts to include several activities: door-to-door 

canvassing, campaign events, rallies, telephone campaigns, participating in fundraising 

activities for candidates; sending campaign mailings to voters; distributing campaign 

literature and posters or lawn signs; purchasing billboard space; contributing money to 

campaigns; conducting voter registration drives; conducting opinion surveys; handling 

the media for candidates during the campaign; helping to construct or maintain campaign 

websites; and lastly,  creating, producing, or financing advertisements, commercials, or 

campaign literature in Spanish. Not surprisingly, local party organizations are impacted 

by county, not state, demographic characteristics.  
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Table 2.6 Local Parties and Campaign Activities By Target Group 

Campaign Activities All Voters 
All Party 
Voters Latinos 

African 
Americans 

Organized door-to-door canvassing 74% 74% 83% 85% 
Organized campaign events (rallies, forums, 
etc) 90% 88% 91% 90% 

Arranged fundraising activities 75% 76% 77% 83% 

Sent mailings to voters 48% 64% 70% 75% 

Distributed campaign literature 88% 85% 86% 85% 

Organized telephone campaigns 73% 75% 86% 90% 

Purchased billboard space 9% 8% 14% 10% 

Distributed posters or lawn signs 95% 93% 89% 92% 

Contributed money to campaigns 60% 64% 62% 69% 

Conducted voter registration drives 79% 77% 80% 79% 

Utilized public opinion surveys 15% 12% 14% 17% 
Dealt with campaign media (press releases, 
radio/TV, etc.) 63% 63% 61% 63% 
Helped to construct or maintain campaign 
Web site 40% 42% 52% 54% 
Create/produce/finance ads, commercials, or 
campaign literature in Spanish ---- ---- 21% ---- 

 

 

Looking at responses across states tells us little about the political dynamics 

within counties. Also, the difference in response rates between different states distorts 

any comparison between or within them. Table 2.5 (see opposite) illustrates that states 

with a large and concentrated Latino population are more likely to produce wide-ranging 

mobilization efforts – here defined as consisting of 9 or more actions constituting 

countywide outreach to Latino voters. Again, counties in most states were unlikely to 

target Latino voters, but this speaks more to local population concentrations than to 

deliberate schemes to disenfranchise Latinos on a systematic basis. New Jersey, Nevada, 

and to some degree, California distort this analysis. A more complete picture of Latino 

mobilization would have been gained with greater participation from chairs in these 

states.  
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Moving beyond state comparisons of Latino mobilization, the data shown in 

Table 2.6 (see opposite) provide a look into the types of mobilization activities used by 

loc-al parties to reach different voting groups during the 2008 presidential election. 

Voting groups were placed into four categories on the survey: voters in the general 

electorate (all voters), partisan voters (party voters), Latino voters, and African American 

voters.  The figures in Table 2.6 represent the frequency of usage for different 

mobilization activities utilized by all local political parties (door-to-door canvassing, 

phone banks, campaign literature, etc.). The first column represents the percentage of 

local party organizations engaged in outreach efforts towards the general electorate. For 

example, the table illustrates that 74% of local parties that sought to mobilize all voters 

used door-to-door canvassing to reach out to this particular voting bloc. Further, as the 

data indicates, local political parties were nearly universal in organizing campaign events 

(90%), distributing campaign literature (88%), and distributing posters or lawn signs 

(95%) to reach voters in the general electorate. Local parties were less likely to utilize 

billboard advertisements (9%), finance public opinion polls (15%), or construct and 

maintain campaign websites (40%). Looking at partisan voters, the data reveals that local 

political parties were likely to use the same list of mobilization activities towards voters 

strongly affiliated with their respective party. The figures show that 85% of local parties 

distributed campaign literature towards partisan voters, 88% organized campaign events, 

and 93% distributed posters or lawn signs. Looking at where activities differed, local 

parties were more likely to send campaign mailings to partisan voters than to the general 

electorate (16% difference), but otherwise party activities were fairly uniform when 

attempting to mobilize the general electorate and partisan voters.  
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 With several interesting exceptions, local parties often used similar methods to 

reach out to Latino and African American voters. The data shows that 83% of local 

parties that reached out to Latino voters used door-to-door canvassing – an 8% increase 

from partisan voter and general electorate outreach efforts – while this figure rose to 85% 

for local parties seeking to mobilize African American voters. Local parties were also 

more likely to use telephone campaigns for Latino and African American voters (86% 

and 90%, respectively) than partisan voters and those in the general electorate (75% and 

73%, respectively). Local parties also noted that they were more likely to send out 

mailings to Latino and African American voters (70% and 75%, respectively) than 

partisan voters and those in the general electorate (64% and 48%, respectively). As a 

standalone mobilization activity, 21% of local parties created, produced, and/or financed 

advertisements, commercials, and/or campaign literature in Spanish in order to reach the 

Latino community in their county.  

What explains the overall lack of mobilization by many local party organizations? 

As Figure 2.1 (opposite) indicates, the likelihood of Latino mobilization by county party 

organization largely depends on the size of the local Latino population. For counties with 

a Latino population under 20%, the ratio of party organizations that reach out to Latino 

voters ranges from 5% to just over 30%. Once Latinos move beyond the 20% population 

threshold, parties begin to respond. Once Latino population breaks 21%, local party 

organizations are likely to reach out over 50% of the time. This figure flattens out when 

Latinos make up over 51% of the county’s population. These figures should not be a 

surprise given the potential electoral impact of ignoring any group of voters who also 
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Figure 2.1 Local Party Mobilization of Latino Voters By Latino Population 

 

 
represent a major segment of the county’s populace. Again, the data reveals that many of 

the responding party organization chairs reside in counties with a Latino population of 

fewer than 20% and did not reach out to Latino voters. The data indicates that the 

increasingly partisan lean of many Latino communities towards the Democratic Party 

may lead to a split between local party mobilization efforts with Republicans facing 

daunting efforts to politically engage Latino voters.  

Like Latino population, partisanship also has an impact on the likelihood that 

local parties will seek to mobilize Latino voters. As illustrated by Figure 2.2, Democrats 

and Republicans sought the votes of the general electorate at the same rate of 77% of the 

local parties surveyed. In focusing on their own voting base, Democrats sought to reach 

out to their voters at a rate of 85% compared to 74% of Republican local party organizat- 
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Figure 2.2. Voter Mobilization By Party 

  

 

-ions. There is a significant drop off, however, if one compares the mobilization of Latino 

voters. Democrats were almost twice as likely to reach out to Latinos as Republicans 

were at a rate of 37% to 20%. The greatest discrepancy is in the ratio of mobilization 

geared towards African Americans voters – only 9% of Republican Party leaders reported 

voter outreach efforts in the African American community compared to 31% of 

Democrats. Given the original intent of this project to look at Latino mobilization, states 

were chosen based on the size of a state’s Latino population, which may complicate the 

applicability of the figures for African American mobilization. These numbers, however, 

indicate a likely phenomenon of higher outreach efforts by local Democratic 

organizations over their Republican peers towards mobilization of ethnic and racial 

minority voting blocs.  

The data also suggests that party activity differs in the United States according to 

region. Figure 2.3 (opposite) shows that local party organizations take different paths as  
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Figure 2.3. Voter Mobilization By Region and Party 

 

they attempt to mobilize voters by region. In the North, nearly 90% of responding local 

party organization leaders targeted general voters in their county whereas as less than 

10% of these organizations made an attempt to mobilize Latinos. This is not the case in 

the South and West. In these regions, parties focus more on partisan identified voters as 

well as a higher mobilization rate of Latino and African American voters. Parties in the 

South and West are over three times more likely to reach out to Latinos than those in 

counties in the North. Much of this relationship is related to the fact that Latino 

population figures in the states of Illinois, New Jersey, and New York are much more 

concentrated than in other regions of the country. 

 Lastly, I wanted to measure the relationship between Latino mobilization by local 

parties and whether the county in which these political actors reside was considered a 
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Figure 2.4. Party Mobilization in Swing States 

 

 

 “battleground” or “swing” state in 2008. Looking at Figure 2.4 (above), the data 

illustrates that swing state status produced no perceivable increase in local party outreach 

efforts in regards to the general electorate, and only a slight increase in mobilization 

activity for partisan voters and African American voters. There was, however, a 

discernible increase in the percentage of local parties in swing states that targeted Latinos 

in comparison to organizations in non-swing or less competitive states. In swing states, 

42% of local parties made outreach efforts towards the Latino community while only 

27% of organizations did so in non-swing states. This draws little surprise given that 

swing state status in 2008 was bestowed upon states that had a significantly large Latino 

population including New Mexico, Colorado, Florida, and Nevada. Given the attraction 

of the Latino community’s perceived competiveness, local party organizations put more 

of their resources into mobilizing the latter during the campaign season. 
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Conclusion 

 The first section of the chapter noted the distribution of survey respondents with 

an emphasis on the partisanship and geographical proximity of county party leadership. 

This chapter reveals the depths of Latino mobilization by county party organizations, or 

the limits of this relationship based on county Latino population. First, a majority of 

respondents did not mobilize Latino voters during the 2008 election season. Second, 

mobilization of Latino voters was strongly associated with the size of the county’s Latino 

population. County outreach efforts increase significantly in counties where Latinos 

make up more than 25% of the local population. Lastly, I note that the electoral 

competitiveness of a state, or whether the state was considered a toss-up in 2008, 

coincided with increased mobilization of Latino voters. The next chapter will examine 

the historical relationship of political parties and interest groups with the Latino 

community in the United States. In addition, I will provide survey results showing the 

presence of interest group activity in mobilizing Latino voters during the 2008 

presidential election.   
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CHAPTER 3 

INTEREST GROUPS AND LATINO MOBILIZATION 

 

As chapter 2 illustrated, local party organizations as a whole made limited 

attempts to reach out to Latino voters in 2008. When they did, it was due to the existence 

of a significantly large Latino community within a county’s borders. This chapter 

compares mobilization efforts between local political parties and interest groups 

operating at the county level during the 2008 election. To present this data, I will discuss 

the current literature pertaining to two critical areas:  party organizations and their 

relationship to immigrant voters, and the role of interest groups in mobilizing Latino 

communities and voters. 

As mentioned in the first chapter, there is an unexpected gap in the parties’ 

literature about the relationship between party organizations and immigrant voters 

beyond historical works detailing the activities of urban party machines during the late-

19th and early-20th centuries. Outside of recent work by Janelle Wong, much of the 

current parties’ literature debates the organizational strength of political parties – 

especially at the local level – without addressing what impact party organizational 

strength and strategic choices have on their ability to mobilize recent immigrant groups, 

particularly Latino Americans. This chapter will discuss and then show the historical 

interaction between parties and immigrant groups, and then provide data from the 2008 
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election highlighting contemporary trends in party organizational outreach to Latino 

voters.  

Party Organizations and Immigrant Communities 

Despite America’s founding as a sanctuary for those looking for economic 

opportunity and political refuge, immigrants have often been treated with hostility and 

distrust from native-born Americans (Simon 1993, 61). Prior to major immigration in the 

mid-twentieth century, the federal government based national immigration policy on the 

Naturalization Act of 1790. This act granted citizenship to all free, white males residing 

in the United States for a minimum of two years (Garcia 1981, 611).10 The law gave the 

federal government the power to accept large waves of immigrants from Europe – while 

employing legislation such as the Page Act of 1875, the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, and 

the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907, all of which prohibited immigration and 

naturalization from the Asian continent.11 In response to the massive wave of 

immigration from southern and eastern Europe that began in the 1880’s, Congress passed 

the Immigration Act of 1924 that created a quota system in which the total number of 

naturalization slots available for each country was based on two-percent of the number of 

immigrants who came to the country in 1890. The legislation attempted to isolate Anglo-

Saxon Protestants from the “hordes” of Catholic and Jewish immigrants streaming in 

from Europe (Takaki 2008, 307). The bulk of quota spots went to northern and western 

European countries such as Great Britain and Germany (Reimers 1992, 176-177). These 
                                                           
10 The Naturalization Acts of 1882 changed the waiting period to 5 years amongst other requirements, see 
Dorothee Schneider, “Naturalization and United States Citizenship in Two Periods of Mass Migration: 
1894-1930,1965-2000,” Journal of American Ethnic History, Vol. 21, No. 1 (2001), pp. 50-8      
11 The Page Act and Chinese Exclusion Acts prohibited immigration from China until the law was repealed 
with the passage of the Magnuson Act in 1943. The Gentlemen’s Agreement curtailed immigration from 
Japan while the United States guaranteed protection of rights for Japanese immigrants living in the U.S, see 
Ronald Takaki, A Different Mirror (2008) 
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quotas held until 1954, when Congress passed the McCarren-Walter Act, also known as 

the Immigration Act of 1954, which made naturalization possible for Asian immigrants 

by creating annual quota slots for countries in Asia (Alba and Nee 2003, 172). This act 

provided necessary reform, ending decades of discrimination against peoples from the 

Asian continent, but it still left in place a strong bias in favor of Europeans based on 

annual quota allotments. These existing rules still precluded immigration from Latin 

America and the Caribbean; however, the Eisenhower Administration began a federal 

policy of granting asylum to Cubans fleeing the Castro regime. Between 1959 and 1962, 

over 200,000 Cubans sought exile in the United States and immigration from Cuba to the 

U.S. would continue for the next five decades (Alba and Nee 2003, 173). It was not until 

1965 that the United States’ visa system was reconstituted to include applicants from 

around the world under the Immigration and Nationality Act (Bean and Stevens 2003, 2). 

Also known as the Hart-Celler Act, this reform of the immigration process scrapped the 

white bias of the National Origins Act in favor of a more nuanced approach. Quotas were 

assigned to the western and eastern hemispheres, but more importantly, Asian, Latin 

American, and Caribbean countries were given dedicated immigration allotments. Hart-

Celler also provided new policies to facilitate the arrival of family members of legal 

residents of Latin and Asian origin already in the United States (Alba and Nee 2003, 

175). The Hart-Celler Act had an almost immediate impact on immigration from Asia 

and the West Indies, but had less of an impact on immigration from Latin America. Only 

with the passage of the 1976 Immigration Act, which established a set number of quotas 

for countries in the Western Hemisphere, did immigration from Latin America increase 

dramatically (Alba and Nee 2003, 176).  
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From the mid-19th to early-20th centuries, sometimes referred to as the “golden 

age” of machine politics, political parties capitalized on a never-ending stream of new 

citizens eager for the benefits that local parties could provide - such as jobs and social 

services – and willing to pay the costs – unwavering political support at the polls (Crotty 

1994, 134). Much of the evidence for the incorporation of immigrant or ethnic minorities 

by party organizations comes from historical research focusing on the time period 

beginning the decade before the American Civil War and ending after World War I. 

Some argue that urban party organizations, sometimes referred to as “machines,” were 

critical in the political incorporation of immigrants during this time period, particularly at 

the height of European immigration in the late-eighteenth century and early-nineteenth 

century.12 These scholars claim that city machine bosses controlled and doled out city 

contracts, public service positions, and other forms of patronage in order to secure the 

allegiance of new immigrants. 

In many American cities, immigrants used local party organizations to combat 

competing ethnic communities in acquiring social goods and political power that would 

otherwise be denied to their neighborhoods (Buenker 1988, 194). Throughout the 

nineteenth century, political parties acted as providers of political and social goods for 

                                                           
12

 See period critiques of urban machines by Steffens, Lincoln (1957). The Shame of the Cities. New York: 
Hill and Wang; Bryce, James, Viscount (1888). The American Commonwealth. Vol. 1. New York: 
MacMillan and Co.; Ostrogorski, Moisei (1970). Democracy and the Organization of Political Parties. New 
York: Haskell House Publishers. See also more contemporary works: Banfield, Edward C., and James Q. 
Wilson (1963). City Politics. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press and the MIT Press; Moynihan, 
Daniel Patrick, and James Q. Wilson (1964). “Patronage in New York State, 1955-1959,” The American 
Political Science Review Vol. 58, No. 2, pp. 286-301; Wilson, James Q. (1995). Political Organizations. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 97; Lowi, Theodore (1964). At the Pleasure of the Mayor: 
Patronage and Power in New York City, 1898-1958. New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, Collier-
MacMillan Ltd., 81-82; Scott, James C. (1969). “Corruption, Machine Politics, and Political Change.” The 
American Political Science Review Vol. 63, No. 4, 1144; Johnston, Michael (1979). “Patrons and Clients, 
Jobs and Machines: A Case Study of the Uses of Patronage.” The American Political Science Review Vol. 
73, No. 2, 385; and Crotty, William (1994). “Urban Political Machines” in Parties and Politics in American 
History, edited by L. Sandy Maisel and William G. Shade. New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 131. 
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newly franchised white males prior to the creation of trade unionization or a national 

social safety net (Fox Piven and Cloward 2000, 52). Despite some of the social cohesion 

that this relationship produced, it also was criticized for creating a number of suspicious 

electoral outcomes and political mischief. Local party organizations, particularly urban 

Democrats, used the decentralized nature of the naturalization process to their advantage 

by adding loyal immigrant voters to the rolls (Schneider 2001, 54). In 1868, New York 

City’s Tammany Hall is said to have processed 65,000 potential immigrant voters 

through machine-controlled naturalization courts in order to support Democratic 

candidates up and down the ballot (Campbell 2005, 62). Such scenes are said to have 

occurred across American cities during every election cycle beginning with the dawn of 

mass mobilization democratic politics. However, backers of Progressive era legislation 

pushed electoral and democratic reforms in part to stem the influence of urban machines 

and ethnic immigrant voters (Allswang 1986, 51). 

During the first decades of the 20th century, Progressive legislation sought to 

reduce the power of urban machines. These reformers also used immigration law to 

combat machine corruption. Due to the National Origins Act, immigration to the United 

States declined dramatically between 1924 and 1965. The nineteenth century had been 

marked by the mass relocation of the Irish to the urban United States where many were 

courted and recruited into the Democratic Party (Miller Topp 2003, 67). By the end of the 

1800s and the beginning of the twentieth century, Progressives sought to undercut the 

power of local party organizations and their immigrant supporters by enacting voting 

reform and reorganizing and professionalizing city government (Fox Piven and Cloward 

2000, 76-78). The reduction of immigrant voters occurred during a period in which local 
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political parties were forced to deal with the reduction of city welfare services, one of the 

major resources for providing patronage for voters, by the creation of the New Deal 

federal programs (Milkis 1999).13  

Massive European immigration coupled with the strong position of urban 

patronage politics produced a unique epoch in American politics. Such a coexistence of 

forces led to high voter turnout rates for the time period and to the branding of the era as 

the “golden age of political parties” (Hershey 2007, 18).14 The death of urban machines, 

coinciding with tighter restrictions on immigration, ended the connection that once 

existed between local party organizations and immigrant communities. However, 

Clarence N. Stone notes, “Taking stock of the place of urban machines in American 

political history is no easy matter… [m]any of the common generalizations oversimplify 

or are simply wrong” (Stone 1996, 446). Others like J.P. Monroe argue that historians 

and scholars of the time have overstated the role or the power that party organizations 

played during this era – specifically, the ability that machines had to control election 

outcomes and to command the support of party coalition members (Monroe 2001, 37).  

According to many scholars who have written on the “Golden Age” of party 

politics, party organizations declined during the middle part of 20th century. In their 

                                                           
13

 See also John M. Allswang (1986). Bosses, Machines, and Urban Voters. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 30-31. Allswang notes that there is a great deal of contention around the impact of the 

New Deal on urban Machines, with the paradigmatic position being that New Deal programs reduced the 

need for generous machine patronage. Allswang holds that this thesis is partially true, but ignores the 

persistence of machines in some cities during the New Deal and after. His position is reinforced by Brown 

and Halaby’s findings that many American cities maintained machine organizations between 1932 and 

1945. See Brown, M. Craig and Charles N. Halaby (1987). “Machine Politics in America, 1870-1945.” 

Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 17, No. 3, 587-612. 
14

 For election turnout figures, see Marjorie Randon Hershey, Party Politics in America, 12
th

 Edition (2007), 

New York: Pearson Longman, 131; Burnham, Walter Dean (1965), “The Changing Shape of the American 

Political Universe.” The American Political Science Review Vol. 59, No. 1, 10; and Burnham, Walter Dean 

(1986), “Those High Nineteenth-Century American Voting Turnouts: Fact or Fiction?” Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History Vol. 16, No. 4, 613-644.  
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places, political parties assumed a secondary role to ambitious office-seekers who utilized 

personal campaign staff, television advertisements, and technological advancements in 

phone banking to reach voters in ways party machines never could (Aldrich 1995; 

Herrnson 1986, 590). In recent years, however, political parties have increased their role 

in election efforts by supplying resources to office-seekers such as polling data, campaign 

consultants, volunteers, and fundraising (Aldrich 1995, 273; Kolodny 2000; Dwyre and 

Kolodny 1998). Wong and others insist that the politics of 19th and early-20th century in 

the United States provide evidence that local party organizations were critical in bringing 

immigrant populations to the polls and making them active citizens (Wong 2006). They 

argue that local party organizations have backed away from immigrant mobilization due 

to a long decline in electoral resources just as national party organizations grew in 

financial and electoral power taking over some of the general electoral outreach 

responsibilities.  

Researchers of political behavior in the 1970s and 1980s found an increased shift 

in aggregate levels of independent voting amongst the electorate (Wattenburg 1984, 23). 

John Coleman has argued that the decline in party support and electoral turnout is a sign 

that American voters are rejecting the product being produced by political parties, 

namely, their candidates for office (Coleman 1996, 382). To the contrary, recent work 

has shown that local party organizations have begun to generate a substantial amount of 

grassroots canvassing activity over the last couple decades after a period of mobilizing 

hibernation. Gibson et al. show that state and local party organizations actually grew in 

strength during the 1960’s and 1970’s even as political scientists began to bemoan the 

decline of party identification and voter turnout rates (Gibson et al 1983, 215). Others, 
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such as Keith et al, argue the decline in partisan identification was overstated by The 

American Voter studies. Rather, party organizations have found regular support amongst 

“independent” voters who consistently leaned towards a particular party (Keith et al. 

1992, 65). Oddly, Independent Democrats have been found to support Democratic 

candidates at higher rates than pure partisans identified as Weak Democrats (66). Despite 

changes in electoral turnout or in survey data, party organizations have traditionally 

adapted to changes in the electorate, whether it be in ethnic demographics or in partisan 

identification, by maintaining a monopoly as the intermediary between voters, 

officeholders, and office seekers.  

Over the last several decades, party organizations have made important structural 

changes. One adaptation has been the switch to a more professionalized organizational 

model as campaigns appear to have become more candidate-centered. Party organizations 

are more likely now to be staffed by paid workers or by well-trained volunteers than they 

were several decades ago (Herrnson 1988). This is true at the national level, but can also 

be found at the local level. Frendreis et al. find that local party organizations have 

especially gained importance in areas of canvassing and mobilization – but they are also 

essential recruiters of candidates for offices at multiple governmental levels as well 

(Frendreis et al. 1990, 228). The latter also show that the presence of strong local parties 

correlates with greater success for those parties and can impact candidates up and down 

the ballot (Frendreis et al. 1990, 232). By the mid-1980’s, many political scientists 

concluded that party organizations were far from dead as some studies had shown and 

were becoming increasingly important in mobilizing voters during elections (Gibson et 

al. 1985, 140). Not only were national, state, and local parties greater forces in their 
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respective elections, but these organizations also contributed resources up and down the 

chain to their fellow party organizations (Gibson et al. 1989, 76). Partially confirming 

Wong’s critique of American party organizations, Gibson et al believe that the national 

and state parties in many ways “nationalized” local party organizations through resource 

and personnel assistance (86).  

Interest Groups and Latino Mobilization 

Since the Mexican-American War, Mexican Americans – amongst other Latino 

groups residing in the United States – have used community associations and 

organizations to protect their cultural, economic, and social interests. These groups have 

included mutual benefit societies known as mutualistas, labor unions, and civil rights 

organizations. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, these types of organizations were formed to 

combat what Mexican Americans perceived to be a systematic attempt to limit their 

upward mobility and political rights– this has often been referred to as the Chicano 

Movement. Youthful in its construction, many of its activists rejected older Mexican 

American groups as dated or ineffective. Benjamin Marquez (2003) shows that Mexican 

American politics has splintered into a number of interests, including: women’s issues, 

business and commerce, unionization, immigration, etc. It is more difficult now to point 

to a unified front in Mexican American political organizing as they are increasingly split 

between class, gender, and occupation (Marquez 2003, 5). Marquez’s study of Mexican 

American organizations highlights the steady growth in general of Latino interest groups. 

Janelle Wong and Michael Jones-Correa have argued that an assortment of non-

party oriented groups fills the political and social needs of Latino Americans (Wong 

2006). These include: labor or union organizations, community and neighborhood 
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associations, Latino-oriented rights and political organizations, business associations 

(Latino or general), and church and religious groups. Yet evidence suggests that a 

reliance on traditional methods of political outreach (door-to-door canvassing, direct 

mail, and phone banks) by both parties and interest groups are largely ineffective at 

reaching Asian and Latino communities (Ramirez and Wong 2006, 170). Political 

scientists are still struggling to understand the incorporation of newly emerging racial and 

ethnic groups into the American political system in the 21st century. As Jane Junn 

contends, social science research pertaining to race or social identity has yet to provide a 

clear method for delineating the impact of identity on political collective action (Junn 

2006, 46). 

A number of works have been published over the last two decades chronicling the 

attempts of interest groups to create a strong civic and political voice for Latino 

Americans (Bonilla-Santiago 1988; Flores 2003; Gray and Hertel 2009; Marquez 1993; 

Marquez 2003a; Warren 2001). Many of these projects have taken the form of single case 

studies that have largely focused on the sociological or historical nature of these 

organizations. There has been a relative dearth of studies that connect shifts in activity 

between political parties and interest groups as the main outlet for immigrant populations 

into the American political mainstream. Also, few scholars have noted the rise of interest 

groups as safe and reliable havens for minority groups to be able to participate civically 

or politically. Many of the groups that have been profiled are often non-partisan or 

community-oriented, and thus, more interested in general efforts to educate Latinos on 

specific issues, register new voters, and get them to the polls – much like local party 

organizations. These works are valuable because they help to define this projects use of 
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the term interest group. Here, I follow an electoral approach to interest groups as 

organizations that seek to mobilize voting groups around election issues without running 

a specific slate of candidates during an election and/or contribute organizational 

assistance, financial support, and candidate recruitment to political parties (Herrnson 

1998, 38). This definition is intentionally broad in order to cover the often blurred 

distinctions between those interest groups that mostly lobby legislators and those groups 

that spend a significant amount of there resources on electoral mobilization and voter 

education in support or opposition to issues or specific party candidates.  

Latino participation in interest group or civic association activity is determined by 

citizenship, or lack thereof, and length of stay in the United States (Ramakrishnan 2006, 

250). Latino participation in these groups increases from the first American generation 

onwards, but lags behind the participation rates of white and black immigrant 

communities for every generational level. Others show that native- and foreign-born 

Latinos participate at similar levels through interest and civic groups (Barreto and Munoz 

2003, 439). This says nothing to the differences between Latinos of different 

nationalities, or to what extent different generations of Latino Americans take their own 

potential immigration, historical, or social experiences into account when looking 

through the political prism of the United States (Jones-Correa 1998, 110). 

In addition to the splintered nature of the Latino social movement, there is no 

comprehensive list of Mexican American organizations, representing the largest Latino 

nationality in the U.S. Many of these organizations reside at the state and local level in 

the American Southwest. Organizations that do gain entry into the popular media are 

elite-driven with few actual members (Marquez 2003, 7). This concurs with Skocpol’s 



 

 64 

findings on interest groups in the United States. She found that while there was a 

proliferation of organized interests in the late twentieth century, many of these 

organizations followed a model emphasizing professionally trained staff and elite 

dominated hierarchy. This differs from the model of organizations found during the 19th 

and early-20th century, which were federated and cross-class based groups (Skocpol 

2003, 220).  

In the case of Latino organizations, some five major Latino interest groups have 

gained national prominence: The Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational 

Fund (MALDEF), the Southwest Voter Registration and Education Project (SVREP), the 

National Council of La Raza (NCLR), League of United Latin American Citizens, and 

the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO) (Marquez 

1993; Pachon and Moore 1981, 123; Garcia Bedolla 2009, 86). These organizations have 

particular import given that their national conventions during a presidential election year 

often become opportunities for Democratic and Republican presidential contenders to 

address important political and social leaders in the Latino community and to appeal to 

the Latino community at large (DeSipio and De La Garza 2005, 36). LULAC was created 

in Corpus Christi, TX in 1929 to advocate for the civil rights of Mexican Americans 

against Jim Crow restrictions in the Southwest, and is the oldest advocacy group among 

Latino organizations (Orozco 1998, 459). Since its creation, LULAC has expanded its 

mission to promote political equality for all Latino communities – not just the Chicano or 

Mexican communities of the Southwest (Waters Yarsinske 2004, 79). Like LULAC, 

MALDEF and NCLR are interest groups formed in response to the Civil Era of the 1960s 

and 1970s. Both organizations have challenged legislative, social, and educational 
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policies which they see as discriminatory towards Latino Americans in the American 

court system, such as congressional redistricting or the drawing of school district 

boundaries (Thomas and Murray 1986, 82; Garcia Bedolla 2009, 185). In order to 

increase Latino political participation, the SVREP since 1974 has registered millions of 

Latino voters across the American Southwest from its first operation in San Antonio, 

Texas, but largely avoids direct partisan support and focuses instead on registration 

(Gonzalez Baker 1996, 465; Guerra and Fraga 1996, 137). Formed in 1976, NALEO is a 

501( c) non-profit organization of national, state, and local elected officials of Latino 

heritage, which seeks to provide resources to its members and advocates on behalf of the 

Latino community on social and economic policies.15 Marquez notes that these 

organizations, with the exception of the older LULAC, began as grass roots membership-

driven interest groups in the 1960s and 1970s, but are now largely professionally-run, 

donor-driven, with no actual dues paying members (Marquez 1993; Marquez 2003b, 

330). This begs the question as to whether these types of interest groups are effective in 

the mobilization of the Latino community during election time.  

The rest of this chapter will discuss the results of my survey data as it pertains to 

the level of mobilization activity of interest groups during the 2008 campaign. Secondly, 

I will discuss the types of interest groups seeking to mobilize the Latino community, their 

behavior, and past research on these organizations. Thirdly, I will provide data that 

compares the mobilization levels of both county political parties and interest groups 

working at the county level. Finally, the chapter will conclude with an assessment of 

these findings.   

                                                           
15

 See <http://www.naleo.org/aboutnaleo.html > for further information. 
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Methods 

To explore the impact of interest group outreach in the Latino community, I coded 

these interest groups into five categories: Church/Religious Groups, Labor or Union 

Organizations, Community and Neighborhood Associations, Business Associations, and 

Latino/Hispanic Organizations. Categories were drawn from a consensus of past research 

in the area of Latinos and interest group politics.16 In this survey, respondents were 

asked, “Interest groups such as labor unions, faith-based communities, and neighborhood 

associations are increasingly active in campaign efforts, sometimes working closely with 

political parties. Was this true in your county during the 2008 Election?” Note, some 

organizations that seek to mobilize Latino organizations could fit into two or more of 

these categories. That is less of a concern to me than trying to determine the level of 

activity by these organizations during the election.  

As in chapter 2, local party organization officers were asked to note the level of 

outreach directed towards the general electorate of the county, partisan voters, as well as 

Latino and African American voters. The previous chapter notes the level of local party 

activity towards these groups – this section seeks to compare those results with data 

assessing the level of interest group activity broken down by designated interest group 

areas of specialization such as religious or labor organizations. The following subsections 
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 See Ramakrishnan, S. Karthick and Irene Bloemraad, editors. Civic Hopes and Political Realities: 
Immigrants, Community Organizations, and Political Engagement. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
2008; Heinze, Andrew R. “The Critical Period: Ethnic Emergence and Reaction, 1901-1929,” in Race and 
Ethnicity in America: A Concise History, Ronald H. Bayor, editor. New York: Columbia University Press, 
2003; Ramirez, Ricardo, “Residential Mobility and the Political Mobilization of Latinos in Houston,” in 
Latino Politics: Identity, Mobilization, and Representation, Espino, Rodolf, David L. Leal, and Kenneth J. 
Meier, editors. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2007; Meagher, Timothy J. “Racial and 
Ethnic Relations in America, 1965-2000,” in Race and Ethnicity in America: A Concise History, Ronald H. 
Bayor, editor. New York: Columbia University Press, 2003; Fraga, Luis Ricardo and Sharon A. Navarro, 
“Latinas in Latino Politics,” in Latino Politics: Identity, Mobilization, and Representation, Espino, Rodolf, 
David L. Leal, and Kenneth J. Meier, editors. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2007.  



 

 67 

detail past research on the four categories of interest group specialization created for my 

local party organization survey. These categories correspond to what current research into 

Latino politics indicates are the most important organizations for the political mobilizing 

of the Latino community.  

Latino National Organizations 

Over the last thirty years, Latino political organizations have emerged with the 

growth of the Latino population in the United States. These organizations take the form 

of either partisan or non-partisan associations. Ayon traces an early impetus to Latino 

mobilization from the 1986 campaign to support U.S. congressional passage of the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) which attempted to: punish American 

companies employing undocumented workers; provide more resources to federal law 

enforcement divisions for controlling the border between the United States and Mexico; 

and provide an avenue for legal residency and citizenship for undocumented migrants 

residing in the U.S. prior to the enactment of the law (Ayon 2009, 2; Jones 1995, 716). 

Since then, organizational outreach to Latinos has taken a number of forms. Nationally, 

the non-partisan National Association of Latino Elected Officials (NALEO) has 

conducted voting drives during electoral campaigns (Ramirez 2007, 157). NALEO, along 

with the NCLR and the Spanish television network Univision, sponsored a national get-

out-the-vote campaign for the 2004 election (Ayon 2009, 7). These organizations, along 

with the trade union the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), created the 2007 

Ya Es Hora campaign to naturalize foreign-born Latinos in hopes of providing 

momentum to register voters for the 2008 presidential election (Ayon 2009, 710). In 

addition, groups such as the Mexican American Legal Defense Education Fund 
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(MALDEF) have sponsored efforts called Hágase Contar (“Make Yourself Count”) to 

get Latinos to fill out census forms, indirectly increasing the potential of Hispanic 

political power (Ayon 2009, 3).  

Locally, Latino organizations have spurred attempts to mobilize Latinos around 

city or county political issues. Organizations like SEIU’s Mi Familia Vota (My Family 

Votes) Education Fund, Latino Leadership, and the Florida Hispanic-American Voters 

League have been active in registering Hispanic voters over the last decade in counties 

that are becoming increasingly Latino such as Osceola County, Florida (Cruz 2010, 

261).17 Others have noted the work that is being done by organizations such as Helping 

Empower Local People (H.E.L.P.), an affiliate of Industrial Areas Foundation (I.A.F.), 

which seeks to assist and educate emerging Latino communities on legal matters in the 

greater Charlotte, North Carolina region (Bishop 2009, 2). This latter movement 

combines community building with significant assistance from the region's faith leaders, 

including the Catholic Diocese and Presbyterian Church. 

Labor or Union Organizations and Business Associations 

The first two interest group categories explored are labor or union organizations 

and business associations. While the number of union members in the United States is 

declining, many individual union sectors have gained new members by focusing on the 

growing Latino community. Others show that Latinos make up over one million members 

of American labor organizations (Clawson and Clawson 1999, 96). In the past, labor 

unions have shown support for campaigns that would expand the political and social 
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 According to Mi Familia Vota Education Fund’s website, the group has been linked to SEIU and there 
efforts to assist foreign-born Latinos naturalize and register to vote. The organization had offices in Florida, 
California, Nevada, Arizona, Texas, and Colorado during the 2012 presidential campaign; < 
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rights of Latinos – most famously, Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers Union of 

America (UFW) (Meagher 2003, 205). Union locals, including the Service Employees 

International Union (SEIU), were involved in trying to stop the passage of the California 

ballot initiative Proposition 187 in 1994, which sought to cut social services, public 

education, and nonemergency health care for undocumented residents (Ayon 2009, 4).18 

SEIU has been active in other campaigns as well, including a joint effort with National 

Association of Latino Elected Officials (NALEO) and National Council of La Raza 

(NCLR) to register Latinos for the 2008 and 2010 elections. Union locals, particularly the 

Los Angeles AFL-CIO, were also very public in denouncing HR 4437, or The Border 

Protection, Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 2005, which sought to 

increase the federal government’s role in monitoring the United States border with 

Mexico (Ayon 2009, 10).19
 

Mexican-born workers are increasingly making up a large share of the American 

workforce – this is true in traditional destination states such as California and Texas, but 

also Oregon and North Carolina where agriculture and construction employment have 

attracted Latino workers. Unions such as UNITE-HERE (the Union of Needletrades, 

Industrial, and Textile Employees and Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees 

International Union) have targeted Latino workers, especially Mexican-born laborers, for 

membership and encouraged political participation by Latino members (Bada 2006, 18). 

Nationally, the AFL-CIO has been a major sponsor of the Immigrant Worker Freedom 
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 For more on Proposition 187 and the reaction by Latinos in California, see Pantoja, Adrian D. and Gary 
M. Segura (2003). “Fear and Loathing in California: Contextual Threat and Political Sophistication among 
Latino Voters.” Political Behavior, Vol. 25, No. 3, 265-286. 
19 The bill passed the House of Representatives, but was defeated in the Senate. Amongst a number of 
things, the bill would have placed fencing along the U.S. border with Mexico, gave the federal government 
a greater role in detaining suspected illegal aliens, and increased fines and penalties for undocumented 
residents. See http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/bdquery/z?d109:HR04437:@@@L&summ2=m&rel-bill-detail 
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Ride, a campaign to rally support and visibility for the rights of immigrant workers (Bada 

2006, 19). Others have noted union advancement in organizing Mexican-born laborers 

since the mid-1990s rising from 296,300 in 1994 to 360,500 a decade later (Milkman 

2005, 3-5). However, unions feel there still is room for growth both in the Mexican 

community and for other Latino nationalities.  

One aspect of Latino politics that is largely ignored is the role of Latino business 

groups in mobilizing and educating voters. Nationally, the efforts of pro-business groups 

such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and National Association of Manufacturers often 

target government regulation and Democratic candidates as impediments to economic 

growth.  This focused partisan position seems to be lacking in many of the interest groups 

that represent Latino American businesses. Latino business owners and trade associations 

include the United States Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, Hispanic American 

Construction Industry Association (HACIA), Hispanic Contractors of America, and the 

Hispanic Business Roundtable as well as Latino business federations at the state and local 

levels. During the 2008 election, Latino business associations sponsored registration and 

get-out-the-vote drives both nationally and locally spurred by the immigration debate and 

the possibility that Latinos could have a deciding vote in a close presidential election 

(Lazo 2008). Research on the role of Latino business organizations is incomplete and this 

chapter seeks to point towards a future research agenda for understanding the relationship 

between business groups and Latino voters.  

Community and Neighborhood Associations 

Like mutual aid organizations that provided assistance to foreign-born Americans 

in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Latino social groups in the United States provide 
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important avenues for successful navigation of American social and political institutions 

(Zabin and Escala 2002, 12). Since the 1980’s, hometown associations (HTAs) have 

increased across the United States from their first inceptions in California and Texas to 

new areas of Mexican American settlement in the South and Midwest (Rivera-Salgado 

2006, 5). These organizations provide assistance to first-generation Mexican immigrants 

from similar regions and states in Mexico, pool remittances for funding town projects in 

Mexico, and are credited with shaping Mexican American communities both politically 

and socially (Zabin and Escala 2002, 10). In 1998, there were over 170 (HTAs) in the 

United States registered with the Mexican Consulate. As Zabin and Escala note, HTAs in 

California were active in the unsuccessful campaign to stop the state’s referendum on 

Proposition 187. HTA’s in Chicago were pivotal in 2006 in rallying Latinos against HR 

4437, or The Border Protection, Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Act of 

2005, which would have tightened U.S. immigration policies (Vonderlack-Navarro 2010, 

53). Several of these Chicago HTAs formed a non-partisan PAC, Mexicans for Political 

Progress, to donate to and mobilize voters in support of candidates friendly to the cause 

of Latinos and undocumented immigrants (Fox and Bada 2009, 4) More importantly, 

HTAs in Southern California have developed political relationships with organizations 

such as NALEO and several trade union locals (Zabin and Escala 2002, 27).  

Ramakrishnan and Viramontes argue, however, that HTAs are less adept at 

promoting the interests of their members on their own due to their non-profit status and 

lower political visibility amongst local elected officials (Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 

2010, 157). A division is perceived between organizations that seek to help 

undocumented immigrants or unnaturalized foreign-born Latinos, on one hand, and 
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organizations that exist to promote the political and legal rights of naturalized and native-

born Latinos such as NALEO and MALDEF (163). Michael Jones-Correa notes the 

strength of the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), the National 

Association of Latino Elected Officials (NALEO), the Mexican American Legal Defense 

and Education Fund (MALDEF), the National Council of La Raza (NCLR), and the 

Southwest Voter Registration Project (SWVREP) as the leading interest groups providing 

representation and the power of political advocacy for Latino Americans (Jones-Correa 

2005, 7). These organizations have a close relationship with elected officials, funding, 

and a history working with the American political system that many HTAs have not 

obtained at this point. 

Mark R. Warren’s look at the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) focuses on 

multiple levels of community organizing and political activation. The IAF (Communities 

Organized for Public Service or COPS, locally in San Antonio and other Texas cities and 

municipalities) organizes communities through churches and other neighborhood-

oriented associations. Often, these campaigns take political actions geared towards 

helping underprivileged communities. In the past, IAF has campaigned for issues like 

more affordable housing. While church organizations are involved, the IAF has stayed 

clear of culture war social issues like abortion and school prayer (Warren 2001, 9). 

Founded by Saul Alinsky during the 1930’s in Chicago, the IAF sought to organize 

immigrant communities with high levels of union membership in order to strengthen 

these communities’ standing within local politics. The Foundation was dormant for many 

years; however, Ernesto Cortes, Jr. helped revitalize the movement by forming COPS in 

the 1970’s. COPS built a political base of Latino and African American communities in 
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San Antonio. It sought to increase the political agency of these marginalized groups. 

Local Catholic parishes have played a major part in building COPS political mobilization 

machinery. Others have also found connections between Latinos and church 

organizations – often centering on issues such as national immigration reform (Espinosa 

2007, 169). The IAF now has chapters across the country in all regions of the United 

States. It has focused on mobilizing working class people – mostly in Latino and African 

American neighborhoods and holds local, state, and national association conventions and 

meetings. 

Church/Religious Groups 

As noted in Warren’s study of IAF/COPS, a number of studies have shown the 

connection between faith-based organizations, church leaders, and Latino communities. 

Churches and religious organizations provide an interactive sphere that can be harnessed 

by both foreign-born and native-born Latinos for political and social action (Selee 2006, 

23). Both the Catholic and Protestant churches are important to Latino communities in 

the United States –as 70% of Latinos practice Catholicism and another 23% belong to a 

Protestant domination (25). Zabin and Escala note that the Catholic Church in Los 

Angeles has been one of the most vociferous advocates for the rights of legal and illegal 

Latino immigrants (Zabin and Escala 2002, 30). During the 1990’s, the California 

Catholic Conference (CCC) and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) 

called on California lawmakers to defeat legislation that would deny state social benefits 

to undocumented immigrants (Heredia 2009, 5). Others show how the Los Angeles Cath- 
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Table 3.1. Interest Group Activity by Region  

Region Union Religious Neighborhood Business 

Latino 

Organizations 

South 47% 41% 28% 19% 27% 

West 41% 51% 33% 26% 28% 

Midwest 36% 50% 32% 25% 18% 

Northeast 50% 50% 31% 25% 31% 

U.S. 44% 46% 31% 22% 26% 

 

-olic Archdiocese and the National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference, citing an 

unfair criminalization of undocumented immigrants, helped organize protests in the 

area’s Latino community against HR 4437 of in 2006 (Espinosa 2007, 161).20 In the 

previous year, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) initiated a 

program entitled “Justice for Immigrants: A Journey of Hope,” which sought to promote 

a humane reformulation of immigration policy (Heredia 2009, 9). Elsewhere, several high 

level Catholic officials formed the Catholic Campaign for Social Justice calling for a 

March 10, 2006 national protest ((Fox and Bada 2009, 7). 

Data Comparison: County Party Organizations and Interest Groups 

Again, local party chairs were asked to evaluate the level of interest group 

political activity towards Latinos during the 2008 election. As shown in Table 3.1, 

interest group activity varied by region, but more importantly, by the type of interest 

group sector being observed. For instance, labor unions were most active in the 

northeastern states and the South where 50% and 47%, respectively, of local party chairs 

reported union targeted political activity towards Latinos. Unions were least active in the 

Midwest and West (36% and 41%, respectively). Half of all local party leaders reported  

                                                           
20

 For more on Proposition 187 and the reaction by Latinos in California, see Pantoja, Adrian D. and Gary 

M. Segura (2003). “Fear and Loathing in California: Contextual Threat and Political Sophistication among 

Latino Voters.” Political Behavior, Vol. 25, No. 3, 265-286. 
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Table 3.2 Comparisons of Party Organization and Interest Group Mobilization By Region 

Region All Voters Partisan Voters Latino Voters 

African American 

Voters 

 Parties 
Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups 

South 72% 42% 80% 47% 35% 29% 27% 24% 

West 77% 49% 85% 43% 40% 26% 20% 16% 

Midwest 87% 50% 77% 54% 7% 21% 10% 21% 

Northeast 94% 56% 78% 38% 11% 31% 22% 25% 

U.S. 77% 47% 81% 46% 30% 27% 22% 21% 

 

religious group political activity towards Latinos with the only regional variation 

occurring in the South (41%). Community or neighborhood associations were also 

equally represented across regions, but were much less active in comparison to unions or 

religious organizations with mobilization efforts averaging 31% nationally. Business 

groups were the least likely to attempt voter mobilization in the Latino community during 

the 2008 election with regional mobilization rates ranging from 19% (South) to 26% 

(West). Lastly, respondents reported similar mobilization activity (27-31%) by ethnic 

Latino organizations across the four regions represented in the survey with the exception 

of Midwest counties with only 18% of local parties chairs reporting mobilization efforts.  

Just as mobilization activity fluctuated across interest group types and regions, 

Table 3.2 (above) compares both interest group and local party activity across the four 

regions of the survey. In terms of targeting the general voting populace, regardless of 

party affiliation, respondents noted that local party organizations were much more active 

than their interest group counterparts across regions. On average, mobilization activity 

was 31% higher than the level of interest group activity reported by party leaders. 

Incidentally, the greatest disparities occurred in the Northeast and the Midwest where 

both local party organizations and interest groups were the most active in trying to  
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Table 3.3 Local Party and Interest Group Mobilization Across Groups of Voters 
County 
Latino 
Population All Voters Partisan Voters Latino Voters 

African American 
Voters 

 Parties 
Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups Parties 

Interest 
Groups 

0-5% 84% 61% 76% 41% 7% 18% 13% 18% 

6-10% 68% 37% 82% 50% 21% 40% 24% 27% 

11-15% 79% 56% 79% 50% 32% 39% 37% 11% 

16-20% 83% 41% 88% 50% 25% 27% 13% 18% 

21-25% 67% 56% 92% 67% 50% 33% 33% 33% 

26-30% 82% 22% 73% 56% 55% 22% 46% 22% 

31-50% 74% 37% 79% 37% 53% 26% 26% 23% 

51-% 75% 43% 85% 43% 50% 21% 20% 21% 

Average 77% 46% 81% 46% 31% 27% 23% 21% 

 

mobilize county voters. In a surprising reversal, the table also reveals that local party 

efforts to target partisan voters was highest in the South and West – perhaps noting the 

lack of opportunity for the “out party” within southern and western counties to make 

advancements across partisan lines.  In the northeast, party organizations reported a 40% 

disparity between mobilization efforts by themselves and interest groups. Lastly, the table 

also reflects a significant drop in the mobilization of Latino and African American voters 

by both parties and interest groups. Latino mobilization by local party organizations 

across regions ranged from 40% in the West to just 7% in the Midwest. Interest groups 

were also less likely to reach out to Latino voters than partisan voters or voters in general. 

The Northeast saw the greatest amount of activity by interest groups geared towards 

Latino voters with 31%, while the Midwest, again, had the lowest reported mobilization 

activity at 21%. Mobilization efforts were also lower for the African American 

community, but in some cases like the Midwest, party organizations and interest groups 

put in a greater or equal effort to reach this community over Latinos.  

As shown in chapter two, the mobilization of Latino voters was strongly  
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Figure 3.1 Latino Mobilization: Local Parties vs. Interest Groups 

 

 

associated with the size of the county’s Latino population. Looking at Table 3.3 (above), 

the data indicates that interest group mobilization targeting Latino voters does not 

increase with the size of a county’s Latino population. In fact, the percentage of interest 

group outreach fluctuates between Latino population thresholds, but is consistent across 

interest group categories (left to right on the table). To visualize this relationship, Figure 

3.1 notes the clear overall increase in levels of party outreach the greater a county’s 

Latino population rises above the 0-5% population mark. While the relationship between 

interest group mobilization and Latino voters is more akin to a bell shaped curve, the 

relationship shows a clear decrease as the Latino population increases across the county. 

In other words, the size of the Latino community within a county generally has the  
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Table 3.4. Interest Group Activity by Latino County Population 
Latino 

Population 
Religiou

s 
Unio

n 
Communit

y 
Busines

s 
Latino 

Organizations 
Any or All 

Groups 

0-5 49% 47% 33% 25% 22% 46% 

6-10% 70% 37% 27% 20% 30% 30% 

11-15% 33% 44% 33% 39% 39% 18% 

16-20% 36% 46% 36% 14% 23% 18% 

21-25% 33% 78% 33% 22% 33% 10% 

26-30% 22% 56% 44% 0% 33% 8% 

31-50% 43% 34% 20% 23% 23% 27% 

51-% 43% 36% 29% 21% 21% 11% 

Average 46% 44% 30% 22% 26% 21% 

 

impact of increasing party mobilization efforts and producing a decrease in interest group 

activity. This suggests that interest groups may play an important role in providing a 

political voice to small Latino communities dwarfed by other racial groups. It also 

suggests that there is a certain threshold in which local party organizations find it 

necessary to reach out to Latino voters at the risk of ignoring a significant segment of 

voters.   

As noted in Table 3.4, religious organizations were the most active during the 

2008 campaign at 46%. Far from linear, this relationship is also highlighted in Figure 3.2 

along with four other interest group categories and an amalgamation of all groups 

together. The overall trend for all groups is downward as a county’s Latino population 

increases, but the distribution is one of peaks and valleys as the percentage of interest 

group activity at the county level moves across the spectrum of county Latino population. 

Each individual interest category peaks at different Latino county population level. In 

comparing outreach activity, labor union activity was second to religious groups on 

average by little more than 2% across all levels of Latino population. Mobilization efforts 

by community or neighborhood associations, business groups, or Latino organizations  
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Figure 3.2. Interest Group Mobilization By Latino Population  

 
 
 
were much lower than union and religious groups, and may perhaps represent a lack of 

visibility amongst party leadership. 

Conclusion 

Data from the 2008 election highlights differences in how local party 

organizations and interest groups seek to mobilize voters – this is particularly true for the 

Latino community. Local party organizations still provide a comprehensive mobilization 

campaign to reach many of the voters in their county, especially partisans and the general 

electorate. However, local party organizations are less likely to make efforts to mobilize 

Latino and African American communities in comparison. While some of this may be 

explained by the difference from one county to another in minority population levels, 

parties are less likely to focus on Latino and African American voters when these groups 
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fall below a fifth to a quarter of the county’s population. As Table 3.3 and Graph 3.1 

indicate, interest groups can fill the political absence left by local party organizations. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND MULTIVARIATE REGRESSION 

 
 

As the previous two chapters illustrate, Latino population figures at the county 

level dictate whether county party organizations expend scarce resources in trying to 

mobilize Latino voters. The vast majority of survey respondents made no special effort to 

reach Latino voters in their county, but for those who did, mobilization corresponded 

with Latinos making up more than 20% of the county’s population. These results also 

indicate that interest groups showed higher levels of Latino mobilization activity when 

Latinos made up anywhere from 5% to 16% of a county’s population. This chapter seeks 

to expand upon these findings further by using multivariate regression analysis to test the 

explanatory aspects of additional demographic and political variables in understanding 

political parties, interest groups, and Latino voters. In doing so, I employ different 

models of regression analysis, including equations focusing on efforts by parties to reach 

partisans, the general electorate, and African-American voters in addition to Latinos. In 

each case, interest group activity contributes significantly to the nature of contemporary 

elections by providing campaign funds and legions of volunteers for direct partisan 

appeals to voters. These results confirm the data presented in chapters two and three by 

showing that an increase in Latino population across a county corresponds to increased 
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targeting of Latino voters by local political parties. In addition, the data illustrates an 

important connection between increased local party activity towards Latinos in critical 

battleground states and increased party activity towards voters where interest group 

mobilization is higher. In delving further into these findings, this chapter explicates the 

dependent and independent variables as employed in the survey questionnaire and past 

findings as found in previous research. The chapter concludes with the research results of 

a cross comparison of Latino mobilization with additional voting bloc. 

Design 

 
To measure and compare levels of Latino mobilization, this project incorporates a 

survey of 217 leaders of county party organizations. This data represents a sample of 

election activities by local political parties to reach various segments of the American 

population, including Latino voters. Surveys were collected and then merged with 2008 

estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau and 2008 county-level presidential election 

figures. Election data was collected from both the 2004 and 2008 presidential contests, 

and both county election tallies have been included in this chapter’s regression analysis. 

Despite the obvious flaws in population estimates over the more reliable decennial 

census, the 2008 estimates provide a more accurate reflection of Latino population 

growth across the United States, since the release of the 2000 Census figures and in 

particular, the ten states included in my survey.21 A comparison of Latino population 

growth between the 2000, 2008 estimates, and recently released 2010 census is provided 

in chapter 2, which further provides detail of state and regional population changes. 

                                                           
21 The limited data that has been released by the Bureau of the Census in early 2011 indicates a significant 
increase in the Latino population in states such as Nevada and Texas. This change at the state and county is 
simply not reflected in the 2000 Census, which would underestimate the impact of population change over 
the eight-year period between 2000 and 2008 estimates.  
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Chapter 2 also notes the overall distribution of survey responses and the 

representativeness of this sample. In order to correct for bias during multivariate analysis, 

the survey responses, census data, and election figures were weighted by state and 

partisan representation to mimic the original intended survey targets.  

Survey Data 

 
To measure Latino mobilization, the dependent variable is constructed around an 

assessment by county party leadership in response to the level of activity directed 

towards voter outreach efforts in 2008. By mobilization efforts, I mean the types of 

actions taken by a political party or other political actors to contact or provide campaign 

information to the local Latino community with the hope that such actions will lead to 

Latino support at the polls. These actions can take several forms, including material 

support for a candidate or information to educate voters on a particular issue. My survey 

specifically defines mobilization efforts to include several activities: door-to-door 

canvassing, campaign events, rallies, telephone campaigns, participating in fundraising 

activities for candidates; sending campaign mailings to voters; distributing campaign 

literature and posters or lawn signs; purchasing billboard space; contributing money to 

campaigns; conducting voter registration drives; conducting opinion surveys; handling 

the media for candidates during the campaign; helping to construct or maintain campaign 

websites; and lastly,  creating, producing, or financing advertisements, commercials, or 

campaign literature in Spanish. County political leaders were asked to confirm which of 

these activities their party organization participated in during the 2008 election season, if 

any. As a corollary, party leaders were asked to divulge the scope of their mobilization 

efforts – which was designated for them as “all voters” in the county, all “party voters,” 
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“Latino voters, and “African American voters.” Respondents could choose between each 

specific group or multiple groups. Respondents would place an “X” in the box that 

signified that their party had tried to mobilize Latino voters through campaign literature 

or they tried to reach all voters in their county by using telephone banks – just two 

examples. In terms of measuring mobilization efforts, I counted the aggregate 

mobilization figure of each voting group by the number of activities that each party used 

to reach a particular segment of the county’s voting participants. If a county chair 

identified that his or her party only mobilized party registrants through campaign 

mailings and billboard space – that would be counted as a mobilization effort of two. 

Each additional outreach action adds an additional number to the category, which ranges 

from 0 (meaning no effort was made for that group of voters) to 14 (the party utilized 

every method listed in the questionnaire to reach a particular group of voters).  

 

Hypothesis (1): Latino mobilization efforts increase with county population 

density 

In order to explain local party mobilization efforts, and in particular, campaign 

outreach to Latino voters, my research includes several critical independent variables for 

each county surveyed. First, I collected population density statistics for each of the 

counties in my survey population. I hypothesize that as a county’s population density 

increases so do the mobilization efforts to reach voters, including Latino voters, by 

county political parties based on the presumption that a greater density makes it easier to 

canvass neighborhoods and gives a party organization greater access to financial and 

volunteer resources. Preuss (1981) found that the inverse was true; population density 
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and urban clustering have a negative correlation with increased voter turnout (Preuss 

1981, 259). Population density statistics were calculated using 2008 U.S. Census 

estimates. The decision is based on trying to match current population trends with current 

election mobilization efforts.  

 

Hypothesis (2): A: Latino mobilization efforts are positively correlated with an 

increase in the size of a county’s Latino population.  

B: Latino mobilization efforts are negatively correlated with an increase in the 

size of a county’s foreign-born population. 

Likewise, I created a second set of variables based on Latino/ non-white, 

White/Caucasian, African American, and Asian population percentages at the county 

level using 2008 U.S. Census estimates. One would expect Latino outreach by political 

parties to increase as the Latino population in the county rises, but previous research 

suggests mixed results. Barreto, Segura, and Woods (2004) found that living in a 

majority-Latino district increased turnout for Latinos, and living in overlapping majority-

Latino districts (i.e. where Latino communities were represented by a Latino city 

councilperson and state representative) increased turnout even more so. While living in 

dense Latino communities might increase Latino turnout, it might not lead to greater 

political attention from party organizations.22 Separately, Leighley and Ramirez found 

that Latinos residing in majority-Latino areas were less likely to be the subjects of 

campaign mobilization efforts (Leighley 2001, Ramirez 2005). These counterintuitive 

                                                           
22 In studying Asian American voting behavior, Cho et al. argue that large concentrations of ethnic groups 
are likely to lead to greater efforts by parties to mobilize these groups, while smaller communities are less 
likely to create such incentives (Cho et al. 2006, 166). 
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findings raise important questions concerning the relationship between political parties 

and Latino communities.  

One explanation for why an increase in Latino population might trigger fewer 

mobilization efforts by local party organizations is related to the proximity of native-born 

and immigrant populations. Hood and Morris (1998) have found that public opinion 

concerning immigration is negatively associated with proximity to immigrant groups, 

particularly non-documented workers. Group conflict theory argues that proximity to 

different social or racial groups leads to hostility (Hood and Morris 1998, 10). By 

extension, Latino population proximity may create group conflict with Non-Latino racial 

or ethnic groups in a county, and thus creating disincentives to demobilize the Latino 

community by some political elites. However, work on racial proximity has traditionally 

found conflicting results. Some studies show that whites are negatively affected by close 

proximity to minority populations, and thus, less likely to be supportive of liberal policies 

(Glaser 2003, 607). Others have shown that close proximity to minority groups actually 

causes or is associated with more liberal attitudes on public policy and race (Morris 2000; 

Oliver and Wong 2003). Mendelberg and Oliver note that segregation still persists in 

many American communities, limiting the explanatory impact of group conflict theory 

(Mendelberg and Oliver 2000).  

Lastly, a number of studies have shown that foreign-born residents in the United 

States face significant barriers when trying to enter or participate in the American 

political process, resulting in lower voter turnout (Burnham 1965; Wong 2006; Cho 

1999), and others have shown this to be true for naturalized Latinos (Barreto 2005; 

Cassel 2002; de la Garza et al. 1992; de la Garza 1996; de la Garza, Menchaca and 
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DeSipio 1994a; DeSipio 1996; DeSipio and de la Garza 1992; Guerra 1992; Mollenkopf, 

Olson and Ross 2001; Pachon 1991; Shaw, de la Garza and Lee 2000). I hypothesize that 

Latino mobilization efforts will decrease as the foreign-born percentage of the population 

increases within the county – that is, voter turnout is negatively affected where the 

foreign-born share of the population within a community is larger. A large population 

foreign-born residents creates a host of disincentives for local political parties and 

candidates trying to mobilize voters. The ability to mobilize tangible resources such as 

money, social services, and volunteers made it possible for nineteenth-century urban 

machines to rapidly naturalize and register immigrants through tightly-controlled local 

courts, and it has been shown that the naturalized vote at times outpaced the native born 

vote in some cities during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century (Tuckel and 

Maisel 2008).  This is not the case today, as the federal government has taken on the 

lion’s share of naturalization after progressive era reforms and parties have largely 

shunned programs that assist immigrants in the citizenmaking process. With that in mind, 

county party organizations are often thought to play it safe by mobilizing reliable voting 

segments that often preclude electoral outreach to foreign-born citizens (Garcia Bedolla 

2005, 189; Jones-Correa 1998, 80).  

Hypothesis (3): Latino mobilization efforts will be greater in the South and West 

where Latino communities have existed longer and in greater size. 

Third, each of my county party respondents was reclassified into three separate 

dummy variables by region – these categories include north (Illinois, New Jersey and 

New York), south (Florida and Texas), and west (Arizona, New Mexico, California, 

Colorado, and Nevada). Categorizing respondents by region allows me to test the 
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proposition that long-established Hispanic populations in the south and west have been 

widely incorporated into the Democratic and Republican Party electorates and occupy a 

position of routine targeted mobilization. For instance, Latinos in southwestern states like 

New Mexico have long played an important position in the state’s politics due to the 

history of Hispanics as pre-Mexican-American War power holders and the sheer size of 

the Latino community in comparison to Anglos (Garcia 1996, 53). This meant that 

Latinos were able to maintain some level of political power in New Mexico, while 

Anglos were more likely to dominate and discriminate against Latinos in neighboring 

states such as Arizona and Texas (Garcia Bedolla 2009). For the past three decades, 

California’s political landscape has featured battles between native-born non-Latino 

voters, native-born Latinos, and the state’s large immigrant population (Sierra 2000, 

538). In Florida, the Cuban community may seem relatively new, considering a vast 

majority of Cuban Floridians arrived in the United States in waves beginning in the 

1960’s. However, Cuban Americans naturalize and participate in politics at higher rates 

than other contemporary immigrant groups, and have become a vital force in Florida 

politics (Garcia 1998, 3). What the western and southern states in this study have in 

common is steady and spectacular population growth over the last couple of decades of 

both native and foreign-born citizens (Abbott 2003, 11-13). For many party organizations 

in fast-growing Sunbelt states, keeping pace with an ever-changing electorate is virtually 

impossible: these new voters both change the local political power structure and also 

hinder party building efforts (Gimpel 1999, 24).  

Northern states such New York, New Jersey, and Illinois have not grown at the 

same pace, but have seen increases in the proportion of Latinos as compared to the rest of 
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the population.23 What may set the South and West apart from northern states is the 

historical weakness of state and local parties in the former when compared to the 

historical legacy of machine politics in many northern and Midwestern states (Gimpel 

1996; Mayhew 1986, 205). Urban machines that dominated politics during the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries were weakened by progressive reforms – i.e. 

tighter voter registration laws, primaries, ballot initiatives, recall of elected officials, civil 

service, etc. – the end of patronage resources, and suburbanization of the United States 

during the mid-twentieth century (Mayhew 1986, 212-237; Fiorina 2002, 94). With this 

in mind, I have created a measure of party strength that takes into account the historical 

and geographical legacy of party development in the North and the rest of the country. 

Accordingly, counties in the seven states of this study that are located in the South and 

West were coded as 1, signifying weak history of party organization at the state level, 

while counties in Illinois, New York, New Jersey were coded as 2, or strong party 

organizations. Based on Gimpel’s (1996) classification of state party organizations, these 

codes mirror the region differences as noted above.24 

Hypothesis (4): Latino mobilization efforts will be greater where strong county 

party organizations exist. 

In addition to regional and historical measures of party strength, I created several 

measures of local party organization resources based on whether respondents cited their 

party being primarily staffed by full-time paid workers, part-time paid workers, or 

volunteers. We would expect more professionalized party organizations to have paid 

workers and to also have greater resources for spending on voter outreach, and would 

                                                           
23

 Source: 2010 U.S. Census, United States Census Bureau. 
24 See Gimpel, James. National Elections and the Autnomy of American Party Systems. Pittsburgh, PA: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1996. 
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anticipate an increase in the number of workers to correlate with the mobilization of the 

Hispanic community. Similarly, I asked party leaders if they received resources from 

their respective national presidential campaign in 2008, and whether those resources were 

effective in reaching Latino voters. Again, the expectation is that more resources – 

especially resources specifically targeting Latinos – would increase the likelihood that 

local party leaders would make efforts to reach Latino voters.  

Secondly, I used both the 2004 and 2008 Democratic percentage of the two-party 

vote for the presidency as a measure of party strength within each county. This measure 

of partisan strength illustrates one-party dominance or the existence of competitive 

elections. It should also explain if Latino mobilization is based on the relationship 

between the political leanings of the Latino community toward either the Democratic or 

Republican Party, though we would generally expect Latinos to lean towards the 

Democratic Party with the exception of the Cuban community in South Florida, which 

has traditionally voted for Republican candidates at the state and national levels. 

Likewise, I created a dichotomous variable based on whether the respondent resides in a 

swing state – which would affect the amount of media exposure in the campaign and the 

amount of resources available to state and local party organizations provided by national 

presidential campaign organizations. A number of scholars have shown that electoral 

competition between political parties increases voter turnout (Downs 1957, Gray 1976, 

Grofman, Collet, and Griffin 1998). Hill and Leighley hypothesize that “in competitive 

party systems, an individual’s single vote might well make a difference in which party 

controls the government” (Hill and Leighley 1993, 1161). Studies found that when 

controlling for socioeconomic and historical variables, electoral competition was 
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significant in its impact on county-level turnout (Hofstetter 1973, 365). Cox and Munger 

found that at the elite-level political actors respond to close elections by ramping up 

mobilization efforts and campaign spending; while at the mass-level, voters react to the 

possibility of a close race with increased turnout – independent of increased elite efforts 

to mobilize them (Cox and Munger 1989, 226). Many of these works have used statewide 

and U.S. congressional races in their data. Yet, Hogan warns that the impact of 

competition might only extend to races that receive substantial amounts of media 

attention (Hogan 1999, 426). The 2004 and 2008 Presidential races were both high 

profile contests, and I used countywide results for each election to build two-party 

percentages of electoral support. I expect Latino mobilization to be highest in counties 

with a Democratic vote majority given that most Latino nationality groups, with the 

exception of Cuban Americans, support Democratic candidates on a regular electoral 

basis. 

Next, I created two dichotomous variables based on the party affiliation of each 

respondent. In order to measure the relationship between party affiliation and Latino 

mobilization, county party chairs were marked as either Democrat (1 for yes, 0 for no) or 

Republican (1 for yes, 0 for no). The emergence of Latino political strength and the 

political ramifications of increased Latino voting have generated much interest from the 

national media. Both the media and political parties have also been piqued by the 

possibility of permanent capture of Latinos as a voting bloc. This variable looks to 

examine whether one of the major political parties has devoted more time and resources 

to reaching Latino voters in their counties. Finding a link between partisanship and 
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Latino mobilization efforts would indicate that one party is making a more concerted 

effort to win Latino voters.  

Hypothesis (5): Efforts by interest groups to mobilize Latino voters will be 

negatively correlated with an increase in Latino mobilization by party 

organizations. 

Numerous studies have shown the importance of interest groups and social 

institutions in helping to give a political voice to the Latino American community in the 

United States (Abrajano 2010; de Graauw 2008; Desipio and Leal 2010; Garcia Bedolla 

2005; Gleeson 2008; Marquez 2003; Menchaca 1994; Pachon et al. 1994; Ramirez and 

Wong 2006; Rodriguez et al. 1994; Wong 2006; Wong et al. 2008). My survey asked 

local party leaders to list the type of outreach methods used to mobilize various groups of 

voters and the frequency of these efforts. I also asked party chairs to evaluate the activity 

of interest groups and Latino organizations in their respective counties. Chairs were 

asked, “Interest groups such as labor unions, faith-based communities, and neighborhood 

associations are increasingly active in campaign efforts, sometimes working closely with 

political parties. Was this true in your county during the 2008 Election?” Party leaders 

were given a set number of choices to select in terms of group types. This included: 

church and religious groups, labor or trade union organizations, community and 

neighborhood organizations, business associations, and Latino or Hispanic organizations. 

At the same time, respondents were also asked to elaborate on which groups were 

targeted by the aforementioned organized interests. Again, targeted voters were broken 

into four segments: “all voters,” “all party voters,” “Latino voters,” and “African 

American voters.” By the nature of this question, I will be able to measure which type of 
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organization was cited the most (labor, religious, etc.) and the targeted audience (Latinos, 

African Americans, etc.). It also allows me to test whether high levels of interest group 

activity in mobilizing Latino voters has a positive impact on whether political parties feel 

the need to reach out to those communities based on the close connection that political 

parties often have to partisan interest groups such as shared membership and political 

beliefs.  

Hypothesis (6): Latino mobilization will be higher in counties where Latinos are 

running for office. 

Lastly, I created several variables to measure the impact of racial or ethnic 

minority candidates running in a countywide race under the same partisan banner. 

Respondents were asked to identify whether a Latino or African American candidate 

appeared on the party’s ballot to run for office in 2008. This variable will indicate 

whether the recruitment or the presence of racial or ethnic minority candidates has an 

impact on local party organization efforts to reach out to minority or ethnic communities. 

In particular, I am looking to see if the presence of Latino candidates on the ballot 

provides an incentive for local party organizations to mobilize Latino voters. Past 

research has produced mixed results: on one hand, there is evidence that appeals based on 

shared race/ethnicity provide insignificant results for Latino candidates (Desipio 1996), 

while others have found a clear connection between Latino candidates, mobilization, and 

turnout (Barreto 2007).  

Results: Latino Mobilization 

The results of my research show the Latino mobilization activities by local 

political parties increases due to a number of factors: first, as the Latino population 
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within a county increases; second, when the local party organization and the Latino 

community reside in a “swing state;” third, with increased mobilization efforts in the 

county by interest groups; and lastly, with increased mobilization activity of Latino 

voters by neighborhood associations and community groups. As chapter 2 illustrates, 

most county party organizations did not make an effort to mobilize Latino voters, with 

less than one-third of local party organizations dedicating any activities to Latino 

mobilization. Not surprisingly, local party organizations are impacted by county, not 

state, demographic characteristics. Looking at responses across states tells us little about 

the political dynamics within counties. Also, the difference in response rates between 

different states distorts any comparison between or within them. States with a large and 

concentrated Latino population are more likely to produce wide-ranging mobilization 

efforts – here defined as consisting of 9 or more actions constituting countywide outreach 

to Latino voters. Again, county parties in most states were unlikely to target Latino 

voters, but this speaks more to local population concentrations than to deliberate schemes 

to disenfranchise Latinos on a systematic basis. New Jersey, Nevada, and to some degree, 

California distort this analysis.  

Moving beyond state comparisons of Latino mobilization, Table 4.1 (below) 

shows the aggregate distribution of Latino mobilization by the number of outreach 

actions (efforts to reach Latino voters through door-to-door canvassing, phone banks, 

campaign literature, etc.). The first column represents the number of outreach efforts tak- 
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4.1. Distribution of Latino Mobilization Activities By Local Parties 
Mobilization Activities % of Party Organizations Cumulative % 

0 70 70 
1 9 79 
2 3 82 
3 2 85 
4 4 88 
5 2 91 
6 3 94 
7 2 95 
8 2 98 
9 1 99 
10 0 99 
11 1 100 

 

-en by party organizations numbered 0 to 11. The data shows that 70% of county party 

organizations made no effort to mobilize Latino voters. Conversely, just over 30% of 

local party organizations took some action to reach the Latino community in their county. 

Of that group, 21% of party organizations took one to five outreach efforts to reach 

Latino voters. In addition, over 9% of party organizations took more than six actions.  

What explains the lack of mobilization by so many local party organizations? 

When prompted on the survey, many chairs cited the lack of a significant Latino 

population in their county. As Table 4.2 illustrates, the proportion of chairs who 

responded that their county organization reached out Latino voters increased with the 

county’s share of Latino population.  Further analysis revealed (see Figure 4.1) that the 

proportion of local political parties seeking Latino votes increases dramatically between 

population percentages points of 21%-25%. Despite the jump in percentage of local 

parties mobilizing Latinos, this data indicates that once Latinos make up over one-fifth of  
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Figure 4.1. Mobilization of Latino Voters by Latino Population 

 

Table 4.2. Local Party Mobilization of Latinos By County Latino Population (Quintile) 
Mobilized 
Latinos? 

1st 
Quintile 

2nd 
Quintile 

3rd 
Quintile 

4th 
Quintile 

5th 
Quintile Total 

% No 98 79 72 53 54 72 
% Yes 2 21 28 47 46 28 
% Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

the county population, the percent of local parties mobilizing Latinos also sees a smaller 

rate of change between population points as the county Latino population grows – which 

may be explained by an existing Democratic dominance in many Latino communities or 

Republican dominance in Cuban communities in South Florida.  

In order to test these conclusions, I regressed the dependent variable, Latino 

mobilization (the aggregate of actions taken to reach Latino voters countywide), against a 

series of independent variables (as listed earlier in the chapter). The regression was able 

to verify several independent relationships. However, I found that trying to incorporate a 

couple of measures within the regressed equation produced multicollinearity. When 

regressed together, my dichotomous measures for region forced STATA to omit 
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dichotomous measures for party strength, which were removed from the model. This was 

also true for the variable testing the impact of a Latino candidate on the local ballot, 

which removed the possibility of testing hypothesis 6. This was caused by the correlation 

between the set of aforementioned independent variables. In many ways, the regional 

differences between party organizations in the United States are related to the history of 

political development within individual states and continue to be replicated in 

contemporary politics. Again, this phenomenon is illustrated in one particular way by the 

relative weakness of long-term party organizational strength in Sunbelt states and the 

persistence of party organizations, though weakened in comparison to the golden era of 

machine politics, with the relative decline of urban counties in the North. In addition to 

variables of party strength and Latino candidacy, the variable for foreign population 

density also produced multicollinearity in the original regression model between U.S. 

census figures for race and ethnicity, and was likewise removed from the final regression 

model and severely limited any ability to hypothesize the impact of foreign-born 

residents on local party mobilization efforts (see Table 4.3 on opposite page).  

Returning to this chapter’s hypotheses, many of my expectations were met by the 

regression model. In hypothesis 1, I hypothesized that increased Latino mobilization by 

local party organizations would coincide with higher county population density. While 

the model produced a positive estimate of the effect, the relationship between increased 

Latino outreach efforts and overall population density was not statistically significant. 

This result cannot confirm that high population density provides an easier environment 

for local political parties to mobilize voters, and in particular, the Latino community, nor 

can it explain if low density makes identifying and mobilizing a cohesive Latino commu- 
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Table 4.3. Regression of Latino Mobilization By Local Party Organizations 

Independent Variables  Coefficient (SE) 
Latino Population % 0.017* 0.008 
Democrat 0.25 0.319 
County Population Density 0.000 0.000 
West 0.060 0.363 
North -0.393 0.408 
% Democratic of 2 Party Vote (2008) 8.422 9.247 
% Democratic of 2 Party Vote (2004) -9.23 10.69 
County was in a (2008) Swing State 0.901* 0.367 
Amount of Experience of Party Chair -0.126 0.124 
General Interest Group Activity Targeting Latinos 2.928** 0.442 
Amount of Campaign/Full/Part-time staff -0.137 0.171 
Business Assoc. Activity 0.222 0.390 
Union Activity 0.217 0.362 
Religious Interest Group Activity -0.428 0.340 
Neighborhood Assoc. Activity 0.708* 0.340 
Latino Organization Activity 0.226 0.438 
Received Campaign Resources from National Presidential 
Campaign Organization -0.087 0.321 
Constant 0.005 0.664 

R2/ Adj. R2 0.449 0.404 
** p < .01, * p < .05                                   
 

-nity less difficult. Again, past research in this area was ambivalent and the research 

presented here does little to clear that up. 

As the research findings in Table 4.3 indicate, the level of activity by local party 

organizations depends on different population subsegment indicators. The model did 

confirm hypothesis 2a, which argues that Latino mobilization by local party organizations 

would increase with the rise in a county’s Latino population. The coefficient for Latino 

population was both positive and statistically significant. Latino mobilization was 

positively correlated with an increase in a county’s Latino population as based on U.S. 

census estimates for 2008. Specifically, a one percentage-point increase in a county’s 
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Latino population produces a .017 increase in Latino mobilization efforts by local party 

organizations where activities are ranked on a 0 to 14 point scale (each activity counts as 

1 point). This finding indicates that local political parties are aware of Latino voters and 

extend campaign activities to include these communities, but only when Latino voting 

potential is great enough to spend campaign resources. The confirmation of hypothesis 2a 

also builds on earlier cross tabulation data that illustrated that many county party 

organizations fail to reach out to the Latino community when Latinos make up a small 

proportion of county voters (see Graph 4.1). 25 

Again, dichotomous variables for regional and party organization attributes also 

failed to produce reliable results upon first examination. Given the prevalence of Latino 

voters in many southwestern and some southern states, I expected regional dummy 

variables for the West and the South to be positively correlated with mobilization 

activities. As noted in hypothesis 3, I expected party mobilization of Latino voters to 

increase in the West and the South. The regression model included variables for local 

party organizations in the northern and western United States with both dichotomous 

variables being statistically insignificant, although the variable for western states was 

positive in relation to Latino mobilization. The only geographically relevant variable that 

had any impact was “swing state” status. As the regression model shows, local county 

party organizations in states that were considered swing states during the 2008 

presidential campaign were more likely to reach out to Latino voters. Being in a swing 

state produces a .9 increase in outreach reach efforts by local parties at the .05 level. As 

                                                           
25

 As noted previously, the model could not incorporate foreign-born population figures without distorting 
the data in general so that hypothesis 2b could not be confirmed. Under this hypothesis, I had predicted that 
levels of Latino mobilization by parties would decrease as the foreign-born population increased at the 
county level assuming an increased center of foreign-born population would make it more difficult for 
parties to reach naturalized and registered residents. 
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hypothesized, national political parties and presidential campaign organizations are likely 

to put more resources in toss-up states rather than states that are expected to be easy 

victories for one particular candidate. As we will see in table 4.4, the regression models 

for local party mobilization of the general electorate, partisan voters, and African 

American voters did not find statistically significant relationship between increased local 

party outreach efforts for these population groups and swing state status – it is only true 

for Latino voters. Lastly, hypothesis 4 stated that counties in states with a tradition of 

strong party organizations should produce an increase in Latino mobilization by local 

parties.  

As mentioned earlier, multicollinearity was produced between the set of 

independent variables when combining dichotomous variables into the regression model 

for region (north, west, and south), party strength (strong party states, weak party states), 

and Latino candidacy (hypothesis 6). Because of this issue, measures for state party 

strength were removed from the regression – but measures for historical and regional 

differences in party strength remained in the model under variables for counties residing 

in northern, western, and southern states with many of the individual local parties being 

segmented into similar patterns for both regional and party strength variables. As noted in 

table 4.3, these measures failed to show any relationship of statistical significance 

between the region of the local party organizations and an impact on Latino mobilization. 

In addition to the latter measures of party strength, I also included a measure of party 

strength that collected survey data from local party chairs detailing the number of full- 

and part-time staff that they employ as well as the number of staff members provided (if 
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any) by the local parties to the presidential campaign organization. These factors did not 

impact the relationship between Latino outreach by local party organizations.  

The regression model also shows that partisanship, or the party affiliation of the 

respondent, failed to produce statistically significant relationship in regards to party 

mobilization of Latino voters. In addition, there was no perceivable impact due to the 

election turnouts in 2004 or 2008, the years of experience of the local party chair, or 

whether the local party organization received resources from their national presidential 

campaign team (volunteers, paid staff, money, supplies, etc.). This is surprisingly given 

past research and much media evidence that Democrats are more active in the Latino 

community and that Latinos in many regions of the country provide high levels of 

support to Democratic candidates.  

As stated in hypothesis 5, I expected the level of local party mobilization of 

Latino voters to fall as the percentage of interest groups involved increased. It appears 

that the presence of interest groups and organizations actively working at the countywide 

level with the Latino community did have an impact on party efforts to mobilize Latino 

voters, but the impact was positive, not negative. The positive relationship between local 

parties and interest groups targeting Latino voters may indicate that these two sets of 

political actors may find similar incentives for mobilizing Latinos in specific settings, and 

secondly, it may indicate that local party organizations and interest groups may overlap in 

membership or forge social bonds that reinforce likeminded voter mobilization efforts, 

rather than dividing the labor among them. The regression findings suggest that local 

party mobilization activities towards Latinos increase when there is a greater effort by 

interest groups such as labor, business, neighborhood or community groups, or church 
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organizations to reach out to the Latino community. Specifically, a one percent increase 

Latino mobilization efforts by interest groups coincides with a 2.9% increase in Latino 

mobilization efforts by local political parties producing a statistically significant 

relationship. Likewise, the individual variable for Latino mobilization by neighborhood 

or community organization produces a significant correlation as well. A one percent 

increase in mobilization activity by neighborhood or community organization produces a 

.71% increase in Latino mobilization efforts by local political parties. This finding 

suggests, though it does not confirm, that community organizations are leading the way 

in mobilizing Latino voters. In chapter 5, I will show that community organizations such 

as legal aid groups and trade unions are spearheading efforts to register and educate 

Latino voters in places such as Clark County (Las Vegas), Nevada where the Latino 

community has grown exponentially in the last two decades.  

Results: Voter Comparison 

As noted in the last section, local party efforts to mobilize Latino voters increase 

when Latinos make up a larger share of the county’s population; when interest groups, 

and in particular, neighborhood associations are active in reaching out to Latino voters; 

and when Latinos reside in a swing state. This section attempts to compare Latino 

mobilization with local party and interest group outreach efforts towards additional 

voting blocs including voters in the general electorate, partisan voters, and African 

American voters. With that in mind, I employ three separate regression models in 

addition to the first. Looking at Table 4.4 (opposite page), this chart illustrates a 

comparison of county party mobilization through the targeting of various voter groups 

across each respective county. First, I created a model of voter mobilization that 
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incorporates local party attempts to reach the general voting population of independent 

voters. In order to make sense of the data, I removed variables that should have impact on 

different voter groups such interest Latino group activity as they pertain to the 

mobilization of African Americans. Specific interest group activity, such as union 

mobilization, does remain within the sphere of the regression results. Likewise, my 

second model looks at county mobilization of partisan voters, but excludes the same 

aforementioned variables as the “all voters” model except for the appropriate interest 

group variable. Lastly, I created two models that focus on Latino and African American 

mobilization that returns to the question of race or ethnic group targeted outreach. Here, 

the model of Latino mobilization is a repeat of the regression model created in the last 

section. However, the model of African American mobilization mirrors the latter but 

focuses on African American voters albeit variables for African American ballot presence 

and interest group targeting replace similar measures for Latinos.  

As the results in Table 4.4 indicate, this newer group of regression models 

matches the model of Latino mobilization in number of ways. First, each specific target 

group model shows that interest group activity in the mobilization of that specific target 

group produced a positive and statistically significant relationship. For instance, local 

party organizations were more likely to target the general electorate when interest groups 

were also active in targeting all voters. This was matched by similar positive and 

significant trends between parties and interest groups when reaching out to partisan 

voters, Latinos, and African Americans. This indicates that interest groups and parties are 

responding to the same campaign incentives when looking at the electorate. However, no 

model supplied evidence that a particular interest group such as a religious organization 
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or trade union had any impact on party mobilization with the exception of neighborhood 

and community associations in regards to outreach efforts towards Latino voters.  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, local political parties were more likely to 

expand mobilization activities towards Latinos in swing states as opposed to less 

competitive states during the 2008 presidential election. This relationship, however, did 

not carry over to the three additional voter blocs. This is a surprise given the expected 

level of mobilization by the Obama campaign and the Democratic National Committee 

towards the African American vote, but it is also true that this study’s sample does not 

include states in which Democrats may have put most of their get out the vote efforts in 

the Black community. There is, however, evidence within the data to suggest that 

Democrats were very active in targeting African American voters, as the variable for 

partisanship, whether the respondent was a Republican or Democratic chair, is 

statistically significant under the regression model for African American mobilization.  

In further comparing the mobilization of Latinos and African American voters, 

the models show that only one set of variables predicted increased mobilization across 

racial designation – the prevalence of interest groups targeting Latino or African 

American voters. As mentioned before, Latino population and swing state status 

illustrated an increase in the targeting of Latino voters by local parties while no 

discernible relationship could be determined for African American voters according to 

those variables. While R2 results for African American mobilization were relatively 

robust at .50, future research should incorporate states and counties with a greater 

percentage of African Americans to produce a fairer comparison of party outreach efforts  

to both the Latino and Black community. 
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Table 4.4. Regression Comparison All  Voters Party Voters Latino Voters 
African American 

Voters 
Population Density 0.000 (.000) 0.000 (.000) 0.000 (.000) 0.000 (.000) 
North 2.320 (.701)** -0.186 (.695) -0.433 (.406) -0.378 (.290) 
West 0.287 (.703) -0.124 (.693) 0.065 (.363) -0.175 (.314) 
Latino Population % 0.010 (.013) -0.030 (.013)* 0.016 (.008)* --- 
African American Pop % 0.006 (.037) -0.040 (.037) --- -0.002 (.017) 
Asian Population % -0.137 (.096) 0.369 (.095)** --- --- 
Democrat -0.941 (.521) 0.770 (.510) 0.306 (.314) 0.567 (.241)* 
Interest Group Activity Targeting All 
Voters 

0.594 (.273)* --- --- --- 

Interest Group Activity Targeting Party 
Voters 

--- 1.229 (.296)** --- --- 

Interest Group Activity Targeting Latinos --- --- 2.953 (.441)** --- 
Interest Group Activity Targeting African 
Americans 

--- --- --- 2.165 (.197)** 

Religious Interest Group Activity -0.714 (.519) 0.552 (.535) -0.392 (.338) -0.421 (.258) 
Union Activity 0.328 (.612) -0.218 (.584) 0.177 (.360) -0.068 (.272) 
Neighborhood Assoc. Activity -0.219 (.556) 0.718 (.620) 0.718 (.340)* 0.151 (.261) 
Business Assoc. Activity -0.846 (.676) -0.556 (.650) 0.221 (.390) 0.390 (.299) 
Latino Organization Activity --- --- 0.207 (.438) --- 
County Party had Full-/Part-time and/or 
Presidential staff 

0.354 (.280) 0.004 (.275) -0.161 (.169) -0.078 (.129) 

Resources from Presidential Campaign 0.122 (.527) 0.340 (.522) -0.083 (.321) -0.214 (.246) 
% Democratic of 2 Party Vote (2008) 12.660 (15.280) 26.991 (15.206) 8.257 (9.247) 5.967 (7.114) 
% Democratic of 2 Party Vote (2004) -10.215 (17.635) -28.505 (17.543) -8.908 (10.681) -6.079 (8.216) 
County was in a (2008) Swing State -0.008 (.629) 0.337 (.626) 0.917 (.367)* 0.215 (.284) 
Constant 1.935 (1.000) 2.883 (.984) -0.340 (.571) 0.000 (.418) 
R-Squared/ Adjusted R-Squared .20/.13                           .34/.28  .45/.40         .50/.46 
(Significance: * p < .01, ** p < .05)     
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In some instances, these models produced unique results that did not appear in the 

regression outcome of Latino mobilization. For the mobilization of the general voting 

population, region played an important part in increased targeting of the general 

electorate. Specifically, voters in counties in New York, New Jersey, and Illinois were 

more likely to be targeted by county parties than voters in the South and West. This may 

be explained by the close proximity and density of general electorate voters in the North 

to the dominant party within the particular county, whereas this may not be the case in 

weak party regions such as the South and West in which local parties may have a less 

established relationship with less settled Sunbelt populations.  

The model for partisan voters produced a number of statistically significant 

relationships despite a relatively meager measure of fit. When looking at party 

mobilization, race seems to have played a greater part in 2008 in party outreach to 

partisan voters than any other targeted group. An increase in the percentage of Latinos in 

a county seems to have had a negative impact on party organizations targeting partisan 

voters; however, an increase in Asian American residents produced an increase in 

mobilization efforts. Again, my model of Latino mobilization showed statistically 

significant impact of Latino population levels on Latino mobilization, so these findings 

may indicate that large Latino communities pose electoral incentives for mobilization by 

some party organizations and not others – though the model lacked secondary variables 

to confirm either relationship between local parties, Latinos, and Asian American voters.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has found a link between the level of Latino population presence, 

interest group activity, and swing state status with the likelihood that county party 
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organizations will seek to mobilize Latino voters. Not surprisingly, the greater the size of 

the Latino community within a county’s population, the more likely political parties will 

seek to reach out to Latino voters. This chapter did not find a link between population 

densities, regional effects of party behavior, or partisanship in regards to Latino 

mobilization. As noted in chapter 2, the likelihood that local parties made an attempt to 

mobilize Latino voters more than doubles when the county’s Latino population moves 

above 25% of the total population. The impact of interest group activity also seemed to 

spur greater party mobilization efforts along specific targeted-groups outreach efforts. 

Party organizations are more likely to expand mobilization efforts as well when interest 

groups are active in reaching out to Latinos – and this extends to each voter model in 

Table 4.4.  

Likewise, national political dynamics have a trickle-down impact on local Latino 

communities. County party organizations are more inclined to reach out to Latino voters 

in states where presidential elections are contested and where Latino votes could have an 

impact on close elections. When comparing various models of party outreach and 

mobilization of different voter groups, the localism and particulars of state and county 

politics becomes apparent. Parties were more and less likely to target voters depending on 

variables and factors that were relevant to the circumstances of each community and 

suggest that parties refrain from mobilizing willy-nilly at the local level.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CASE STUDY: THE 2010 U.S. CONGRESSIONAL RACES IN NEVADA 

 

In the first four chapters, this dissertation has sought to determine who mobilizes 

Latino voters: political parties or interest groups? The previous chapter provides clearer 

evidence that local political parties are responsive to Latino voters and have maintained a 

traditional role of mobilizing immigrant or socially marginalized communities, in this 

case Latino voters. However, this is more likely to occur when Latinos make up 

significant parts of a county’s population, and there is also evidence that interest groups 

are more likely to be the primary mobilizing force in smaller Latino communities. This 

data shows that local party organizations are active, but they do not represent the sum of 

all organizations active in mobilizing Latino voters, nor are they the most prolific. My 

case study reveals that the choice between parties and/or interest groups as the catalyst of 

Latino mobilization is a false dichotomy. Such findings should force us to rethink the 

nature of party organizations and the role that interest groups play in mobilizing voters. 

This is made all the more difficult by the web of associations between party leaders, 

interest group activists, and well-funded, non-profit partisan groups. Together these 

groups form a partisan web that allows each organization to raise and collect campaign 

resources and avoid cross-campaign coordination in line with state and federal election 



 

 109 

laws while maintaining some semblance of partisan cohesion between party 

organizations, candidates, and the groups who support them.  

This chapter helps to supplement survey data in the previous chapters by putting 

Latino mobilization into context and by illustrating the interconnected of parties and 

interest groups during the 2010 midterm campaigns in Nevada, specifically the U.S. 

Senate race between incumbent Democrat Harry Reid and Republican challenger Sharron 

Angle.  I also studied the Third U.S. Congressional District contest between incumbent 

Democrat Dina Titus and Republican challenger Joe Heck, and Nevada’s gubernatorial 

election featuring Republican Brian Sandoval and Democrat Rory Reid. What this 

particular election reveals is that local parties may be active, but they are bit players in 

federal and statewide elections that are dominated by individual candidate campaign 

organizations and well-funded interest and advocacy groups. In particular, Harry Reid’s 

reelection victory for the U.S. Senate provides evidence that political parties often find 

common partners in affiliated interest groups. This connection between parties and 

interest groups is important in states where parties may lack the resonance with the voting 

public, and where interest groups may in turn provide an outlet for campaign donors, 

workers, and volunteers separate from party leaders as well as state and national 

campaign spending restrictions on political parties and candidates. Key to Reid’s victory 

was an army of national Democratic campaign operatives, labor activists both in Nevada 

and nationally, and Latino community and advocacy interest groups. I argue that theories 

of party organization do not hold up to current analysis in regards to the role of interest 

groups and other organizations involved in American elections. 
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In the process of arguing against the party-decline thesis, Joseph A. Schlesinger 

recognized that American political parties in the 1980’s were different than the iterations 

of the 1950s and 1960s (Schlesinger 1985, 1152). J.P. Monroe states “there seems to [be] 

(sic) a general lack of appreciation for the adaptive qualities of political parties” (Monroe 

2001, 1). Monroe focuses on the lengthy debate concerning the “adaptive” nature of 

American political parties while adding to the literature by illustrating the importance of 

staff for individual legislators as campaign coordinators. Rather than depending solely on 

county party organizations, elected officials create an autonomous campaign body that 

mimics many of the traditional GOTV activities while relying on the resources offered by 

elected office: professional legislative staff who network with the staff of fellow partisan 

legislators and work to connect legislators to community groups within their districts 

((Monroe 2001, 68). I contend that Monroe’s emphasis on the adaptive qualities of party 

organizations can be applied to local parties and their connections to ancillary groups. 

Incorporating this hypothesis into our understanding of political parties provides a 

gateway into defining the relationship between parties and ancillary groups and is 

particularly clear in the case of how these political entities relate to Latino voters. 

While far from the days of Tammany Hall, the existence of local party 

organizations in many counties is undeniable and should give us pause in proclaiming the 

death of local parties. It may be that local parties, however, are increasingly concerned 

with the outcomes of local elections at the county level as national party and campaign 

organizations increasingly fund parallel electoral teams rather than support operations 

emanating from county political parties. However, there is a strong connection between 

local party organizations, candidate campaign organizations, and interest groups in 
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seeking to mobilize Latino voters. Far from being ignored, Latino voters are approached 

by a number of different organizations. What these groups often have in common is 

sympathy for the Democratic Party and a desire for Latinos to vote, believing that turnout 

will ensure Democratic victories on Election Day. The rest of the chapter will detail this 

process by using the 2010 midterm elections in Nevada as sample cases for the dynamic 

between Latinos and partisan, autonomous, vote-seeking organizations.  

Nevada is an ideal case study for examining the mobilization of Latino voters by 

multiple political organizations – including parties and interest groups. The state features 

competitive statewide elections between Democrats and Republicans, which should 

maximize incentives for the mobilization of all significant voter groups including the 

25% of Nevada’s population that identifies as Latino. Single case studies pose a number 

of issues. One such issue is whether the case chosen is representative of the larger strata 

of phenomena being explored by the researcher (Seawright and Gerring 2008, 294). 

There is also a possibility of putting too much weight into the confirmation or negation of 

findings in a single case study (Lijphart 1971, 686). Lastly, a single case study is greatly 

susceptible to selection bias unlike large-N research that is guided by random sampling 

(Collier and Mahoney 1996, 57). As part of this case study, I visited Las Vegas, Nevada 

and conducted interviews from March 21 through March 24, 2011 and met with 

representatives of the Democratic Party, the Hispanic Institute, candidate campaigns, and 

candidates in 2010. These interviews are augmented by an examination of Nevada’s 

political history, newspaper coverage from national and regional publications, and 

demographic, electoral, and campaign finance data sets. Again, I argue in this chapter 

that instead of acting as separate entities parties and/or interest groups often form partisan 
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networks. Due to federal campaign finance laws, officeholders and seekers are limited in 

their attempt to coordinate their campaigns with parties and interest groups. Each of these 

organizations engages in the same primary interest: voter mobilization as a means to 

electoral victory. Like previous work by Mildred Schwartz (1990) on Illinois politics, the 

evidence shows that candidate campaign organizations, parties, and interest groups form 

party networks that allow electoral actors to bridge together auxiliary and complimentary 

campaign organizations in order to meet the requirements of federal and state finance law 

regulations, or in the case of Nevada and other western states, networks assist parties in 

parts of the country where growing population trends and a lack of connection to local 

communities diminishes the impact of traditional party GOTV efforts. The findings 

challenge the fundamental premise of the this project: that parties and interest groups 

engage in an exchange of Latino mobilization resources which favor a broader network 

approach including candidate campaigns and other electoral actors. 

Nevada: Politics and History 

Until recently, Nevada lacked the electoral strength in terms of population to 

garner the attention of Democrats and Republicans at the national level. From its 

inception as a state in 1864 to 1980, Nevada had only the minimum three electoral votes 

in the Electoral College allotted by the Constitution. The growth of the state’s population 

from 1980 onwards has rewarded its voters with four and then five Electoral College 

votes, and thus, greater political clout. Recent U.S. Census figures show that Nevada’s 

population grew by 35% over the period between 2000 and 2010 (United States Census 

Bureau). 26 Since 1912, every successful presidential candidate has won Nevada’s 

                                                           
26

 See U.S. Census Bureau, “Population Distribution and Change” (2011). 
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Electoral College votes with the exception of 1976 when Republican Gerald Ford was 

victorious.27 After a series of Republican victories at the state and national level in the 

1970’s and 1980’s and the culmination of decades of rapid population growth, the state 

was viewed as a swing state in 2008 presidential politics and garnered significant media 

attention (CNN.com, 2007).28 Given that this is a rather recent development, it belies the 

unique history of Nevada’s climb from desert backwater to national political player. 

 Nevada came to the United States via the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in which 

Mexico ceded nearly half of its land to the United States following the Mexican-

American War in 1848. Lacking significant population, the territory that would become 

Nevada was dominated by both the politically dominant Mormon settlement to the east 

and economically powerful California to the west. Non-Mormon settlers in the territory, 

dubbed “Gentiles” by their Mormon neighbors, bristled against the Church of Latter Day 

Saints’ strict legal system and their grip on political power (Rothman 2010, 20). 

Eventually, these Nevadans were successful in etching a separate province out of Utah 

and New Mexico territories in the 1860’s and officially became a state in 1864. Migration 

to the state was largely Protestant and Mormon, lacking the large wave of immigration 

from eastern and southern Europe during the latter half of the nineteenth century 

(Schneider 1979, 287). Born a free state, Nevadans became solidly Republican 

throughout the late-nineteenth century. Republicans dominated state and local elections 

until the 1890s (Bowers 1996, 41).  
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 Source: Dave Leip’s Atlas of Presidential Elections, <useletctionatlas.org>.  
28

 http://edition.cnn.com/2007/POLITICS/11/15/debate.preview/index.html 
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Table 5.1A. Population Figures for Nevada and the United States (1900-2010) 

Year Nevada US 
Pct. Increase 

(Nevada) 
Pct. Increase 

(U.S.) 
1900 42,335 76,212,168   
1910 81,875 92,228,496 48% 17% 
1920 77,407 106,021,537 -6% 13% 
1930 89,168 122,775,046 13% 14% 
1940 109,295 132,164,569 18% 7% 
1950 162,000 150,697,361 33% 12% 
1960 288,000 179,323,175 44% 16% 
1970 489,000 203,392,031 41% 12% 
1980 800,493 226,545,805 39% 10% 
1990 1,201,833 248,709,873 33% 9% 
2000 1,998,257 281,421,906 40% 12% 
2010 2,700,551 311,195,651 26% 10% 

Source: United States Census Bureau  

 

As a state, Nevada found it hard to attract Americans and immigrants from the 

East due to its limited economic resources, and was dogged by the economic and political 

dominance of external entities like East Coast and California banking and railroad 

interests (Rothman 2010, 63). The state’s population fluctuated in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century as did the economic fortunes of Nevada’s leading industries (mining, 

railroads, and ranching), but remained sparse in comparison to the growth of other U.S. 

states and territories (see Table 5.1A). The relative lack of population growth coincided 

with the dominance of  Nevada’s political and economic institutions by a few out of state 

entities – namely California banking interests and Eastern investors. The state was 

essentially controlled by a handful of wealthy interests founded in mining, rail 

transportation, and ranching. Few of these wealthy proprietors had any interest in the 

development of the state’s economic and political institutions other than for their own 

benefit.  Mining would continue to dominate the state’s economy until the Great 
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Depression when state leaders and the business community championed the gaming 

industry to help revive the state’s economy (Christiansen 1998, 38). With the help of 

federal spending on the construction of the Hoover Dam in the 1930s, Nevada now had 

the water and energy resources to develop the gaming and tourism industries in cities 

such as Las Vegas and Reno, which would spur further economic and population growth 

in the state (Rothman 1996).  

As mentioned above, Nevada was solidly Republican until the 1890s when the 

issue of silver coinage swept the Silver Party into power. This issue united the state’s 

farmers and the mining industry. The Silver Party eventually joined the Nevada 

Democrats and dominated elections until 1906; however, the state saw a period of two-

party competition that lasted until the rise of the New Deal in the 1930s when Democrats 

became the dominant party, which would last until the 1980’s (Zanjani 1979, 260). The 

Republican Party reemerged as a political force in the 1980’s and 1990’s by successfully 

registering and mobilizing recent emigrants to the state: transplanted retirees, individuals 

employed in Nevada’s military sector, and native and non-native voters who supported 

Ronald Reagan and carried that support through to Republican candidates in general 

(Bowers 1996, 47). Others argue that voters in Nevada were returning to the fold in a 

state that carries a long history of conservatism and a belief in local government over 

federal control (Driggs and Goodall 1996, 196). Increasingly, Nevadan politics is marked 

by inter- and intra-state battles over water resources with neighboring western states as 

growing cities like Las Vegas require a larger water supply to meet population and 

industrial demand (Deacon et al. 2007, 688) 
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This eventual change in fortunes for state Democrats mirrored a gradual but 

dramatic transformation in Nevada. As shown in Table 5.1A (above), the state 

experienced double-digit population increases between 1900 and 2010 – outside of the 

period between 1910 and 1920 when the state actually lost population. To put this into 

perspective, Nevada’s population growth far exceeded the growth of the United States 

overall between 1930 and 2010.  In terms of population growth and political impact, the 

state’s registered voters went through an equally impressive transformation. In 1960, just 

over 63% of Nevada’s voters were registered as Democrats, but by 1995, Republicans 

had made inroads in registering recent arrivals to the Las Vegas suburbs (Bowers 1996, 

42). By 2000, Republicans had gained a slight advantage in voter registration 41.6%, 

while Democrats trailed at 41.5% and independents at 14%. As of 2009, Democrats have 

regained the lead voter registration with 44% of voters while Republicans dropped to 

35% and independents rose to 15%.29 Nevada’s population growth between 2000 and 

2010 has made it more urban, and political power has moved from rural sections of the 

state to the cities and suburbs of Las Vegas and Reno (Coolican 2010b).  

What caused Nevada to shift from a reliably Democratic stronghold to a 

competitive battleground state? One argument is that the neo-states’ rights’ movement of 

the 1960’s resonated with Nevadans who were leery of the influence the federal 

government held across the state due to the vast quantities of public land in Washington’s 

hands (Rothman 2010, 142). A 2010 study by the Nevada legislature put the percentage 

of land owned by the federal government at 87%, and in some counties, over 90%.30 

Despite the fact that the federal Bureau of Land Management leases land to Nevada’s 

                                                           
29 Source: The Nevada Department of State, voter registration reports from www.nvsos.gov 
30 See Public Lands and General Natural Resources Issues, http://www.leg.state.nv.us/ 
Division/Research/Publications/PandPReport/32-PLGNR.pdf. 
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ranching and livestock industry, conservatives in the state still perceive the federal 

ownership as a hindrance to economic growth. Arizona U.S. Senator Barry Goldwater’s 

1964 presidential campaign helped ignite latent libertarian values in Nevada politics. The 

state was the first western state in the 1970’s to pass legislation to pry public lands from 

the federal government. Believing that federal officials were restricting their economic 

growth and trampling on state’s rights, the movement in the West would be called the 

“Sagebrush Rebellion” (Foster 1983, 655). Nevadans also opposed unilateral decisions by 

the federal government to dump hazardous nuclear materials in the arid, mountainous 

areas of the state, but struggled to stop such measures due to its lack of clout on Capitol 

Hill against larger states (Titus 1990, 124).  

Starting with the growth of gaming industry and the rise of casinos in the 1950’s 

and 1960’s, the power of labor in Nevada has given Democrats a boost even as the 

electorate has grown more conservative overall. The growth of Las Vegas as the state’s 

main economic engine and the rise of gaming and tourism as key industries provided an 

entrance for organized labor to become a powerful voice in Nevada’s politics. In 

particular, the Teamsters’ Pension Fund was critical in the financing of Las Vegas’s early 

casino and resort construction during the 1950’s and 1960’s (Rothman 2010, 115). It also 

guaranteed that union membership would be permitted in the casino industry even as the 

state would pass and maintain legislation making Nevada an open shop work state – 

meaning that public and private sector employees may bargain collectively but cannot 

force union membership as a requirement for all employees or future employees (Smith 

1979, 95).  
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5.1B. Latino Population Overall in Nevada and Clark County, 1980-2010 

Year Nevada Clark County 
1980 7% NA 
1990 10% 11% 
2000 20% 22% 
2010 27% 29% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; www.census.gov.  

Despite featuring two major political forces such as labor and the rural 

conservatism in much of the rural portions of the state, Nevada has historically featured a 

weak party system (Gimpel 1996, 21). Compounding, or perhaps producing, the weak 

nature of political parties in Nevada is the transient nature of the state’s population 

(Rothman 2010, 158). The state’s population grew by 66% during the 1990’s, more than 

any other state, and the number of housing units grew by a staggering 60%.31 Nevada’s 

dramatic population growth has meant an ever-changing electorate for parties and 

candidates to mobilize. The increasing size of Clark County’s suburbs, which grew by 

over 500,000 residents during the 2000’s, has meant that incumbent candidates for office 

must navigate an electorate that is constantly changing in partisan and ideological 

character – not exactly the best formula for creating deep, communal ties between 

communities and political parties (Haynes 2011). Past research has shown, however, that 

there is a correlation between Democratic control of government in Nevada and greater 

welfare spending, and Republican control with decreased spending (Dye 1984, 1107). 

An important aspect of Nevada’s increase in population has been the growth of 

the state’s Latino community. Looking at Table 5.1B, Latinos made up just 7% of 

Nevada’s population in 1980, but the Latino community has steadily increased in the last 

                                                           
31 For population figures see Sources: Census 2000, 1990 Census, Population and Housing Unit Counts, 
United States. For changes in hosuing trends during the 1990’s see  http://www.huduser.org/peiodicals/ 
ushmc/ summer2001/sum_tab_1.html. 
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thirty years. According to the 2010 U.S. Census, Latinos now make up 27% of Nevada’s 

population with the Clark County Latino community growing seven percent over the 

decade (Haynes 2011). Similar growth in the state’s Latino community during the 1990’s 

was attributed to an increase in service sector and construction industry jobs in Las 

Vegas, but the current population upturn growth is based on the retention and growth of 

Latino families (Coleman 2011). And despite lower turnout rates, Latinos in Nevada have 

the potential to tip the electoral scales in favor of Democrats.  

The 2010 Midterm Elections in Nevada 

On the night of November 2, 2010, the voters of the state of Nevada reelected 

Democratic U.S. Senator Harry Reid for a fifth consecutive term, beating Tea Party 

Republican favorite Sharron Angle, while electing Republicans Joe Heck and Brian 

Sandoval in the U.S. Third Congressional District and governorship, respectively. 

Candidates for political office in Nevada, like candidates throughout the United States in 

2010, relied on a complex network of political organizations to communicate a campaign 

message to voters. As a set of parallel political organizations for the Democratic and 

Republican Parties, these organizations included each individual candidate’s campaign 

organization; national, state, and local party organizations; U.S. congressional campaign 

committees; 527 and 501(c)(3) partisan spending groups; and numerous interest groups 

involved in voter registration and mobilization. Reid and Angle created a partisan 

network of seasoned campaign staff from past national Senate races, semi-autonomous 

state and local parties, and independent issue-driven interest groups. However, my 

research shows that the Reid campaign team - more so than the Angle, Titus, Heck, and 

Sandoval organizations - set themselves apart by putting together a specific auxiliary 
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campaign organization that appealed to Latino voters and recruited staff from Nevada’s 

Latino and labor communities (Sanchez 2012). Ultimately, a majority of Latino voters 

responded to efforts by Democrats and their ancillary organizations to support Harry Reid 

while the Angle campaign and some conservative interest groups provided a degree of 

political antagonism by maintaining a hard stance on immigration and its meaning to the 

Latino community in Nevada and nationally. 

Born in the small town of Searchlight in a rural part of Clark County, Harry Reid 

was elected to the U.S. Senate in 1986, became the chamber’s Majority Leader in 2005, 

and is seen as the biggest force in Nevada politics (Walsh 2005). Prior to that, he served 

in the Nevada State Assembly from 1969 to 1971, as the state’s Lieutenant Governor 

from 1971-1974, on the Nevada Gaming Commission from 1977 to 1981, and in the U.S. 

House of Representatives from 1983 to 1987.32 A strong ally of the gaming industry in 

Nevada, Reid was credited as Gaming Commissioner with throwing the mob out of Las 

Vegas casinos in the 1970’s (Warren 2010). With the American economy stalling and the 

public losing trust in the Obama Administration to fix it, the national Republican Party 

saw the 2010 midterm elections as a chance to win back the House and the Senate. 

Representing a state divided almost evenly between Democratic and Republican voters, 

Senate Majority Leader Reid appeared vulnerable given the perception that he, in concert 

with the Obama Administration, could not produce policies to improve the national 

economy. 

A former Assemblywoman and Tea Party darling, Reno’s Sharron Angle was the 

surprise winner of the Republican primary.  Her candidacy was endorsed and supported 

by groups such as the Tea Party Express and the anti-tax group, Club for Growth (Mishak 
                                                           
32 See <http://reid.senate.gov/about/index.cfm>. 
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2010). As a candidate for U.S. Senate, she supported a number of issues that rankled the 

Latino community in Nevada (Barry and Cooper 2010). Angle backed Arizona’s SB 

1070, which required state and local law enforcement agents to enforce federal 

immigration laws, and she opposed the proposed federal Dream Act (Development, 

Relief and Education for Alien Minors) that would have granted amnesty and a road to 

citizenship for children who came to the United States illegally with their parents, but 

who obtained a college degree or served in the U.S. military (Vedantam 2010).33 Angle 

also made campaign appearances with Maricopa County, Arizona’s Sheriff Joe Arpaio, 

who has famously championed detention and deportation of illegal residents at Tea Party 

rallies (“Fear and Loathing” A38). Along with a very prominent campaign trail gaffe, 

Angle’s positions on immigration virtually destroyed any chance she had in picking up a 

majority of the Latino vote in Nevada (Garrahan 2010).34 The Reid-Angle race garnered 

national attention throughout the 2010 election season partly due to the fact that Senate 

Majority Leader Reid was behind in several polls to his challenger. Another Part of this 

had to do with appeals to Nevada voters by conservative organizations that concerned 

immigration and its link to the state’s Latino community. At two separate points, groups 

linked to the Republican Party aired ads either inciting fears of illegal immigration from 

Latin America or asking Latinos to opt out of voting altogether (Demirjian 2010). In 

                                                           
33 For details on Arizona’s SB 1070, see <http://www.azleg.gov/legtext/ 49leg/2r/summary /s.1070pshs. 
doc.htm>. 
34 In October of 2010, Angle was speaking to the Hispanic Student Union at Rancho High School in North 
Las Vegas and is reported to have said, "So that’s what we want is a secure and sovereign nation and, you 
know, I don’t know that all of you are Latino. Some of you look a little more Asian to me. I don’t know 
that. [Note: it's the Hispanic Student Union. The whole room is Hispanic teenagers.] What we know, what 
we know about ourselves is that we are a melting pot in this country. My grandchildren are evidence of 
that. I’m evidence of that. I’ve been called the first Asian legislator in our Nevada State Assembly” 
(Ralston 2010). 
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another incident, Angle told an audience of Latino children at a Nevada high school in 

October of 2010 that they looked “Asian” creating even more tension between her 

campaign and Latinos (Ralston 2010).  

Throughout the campaign, Angle made clear her support for tighter restrictions on 

immigration and tougher penalties for undocumented workers (Demirjian 2010b). 

Unfortunately for Angle, her campaign became linked with a Republican advertising 

effort to decrease the Latino vote. The ad campaign by the group “Latinos For Reform” 

was placed on the Spanish-language channel Univision. Headed by a former Republican 

Party official Robert de Posada, the ad asked Latinos to punish the Democratic Party by 

not voting on November 2, specifically for not passing immigration reform (“Don't 'Don't 

Vote'” 2010). The ad stated: 

"Last time, President Obama and the Democratic leadership made a commitment that 
immigration reform would be passed within a year. But two years have gone by and 
nothing. Not even a vote in Congress. With a democratic president and super majorities 
in both chambers of Congress, they have no excuses. Clearly, the Democratic leadership 
betrayed us. And now, when they need our votes, they're at it again with more empty 
promises…Democratic leaders must pay for their broken promises and betrayals…Don't 
vote this November. This is the only way to send them a clear message. You can no 
longer take us for granted. Don't vote."35 
 

Reid immediately attacked the ad while the Angle organization at first launched a 

counterattack on the Reid team. Without addressing the ad directly, Angle released a 

statement saying, “We encourage all Nevadans to vote and they should vote for Sharron 

Angle” (Goldberg 2010c).  

Angle was accused of being connected to a second commercial that criticized 

Harry Reid’s record on immigration. Produced by an organization called “Friends of 

                                                           
35 As quoted by the Washington Post’s Emi Kolawole on 10/19/10 at <http://voices.washington 
post.com/44 /2010/10/ad-of-the-day-anti-reid-ad-tel.html> 
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Sharron”, the television ad came out late in the campaign and was quickly denounced by 

immigrant rights groups for contrasting images of Latinos as criminals juxtaposed with 

images of whites as blue collar workers and college students (Ralston 2010c). The ad 

argues:  

“Waves of illegal aliens streaming across our border joining violent gangs forcing 

families to live in fear, and what’s Harry Reid doing about it? Voting to give illegal 

aliens social security benefits, tax breaks and college tuition, voting against declaring 

English our national language twice and even siding with Obama and the president of 

Mexico to block Arizona’s tough new immigration law”(Demirjian 2010b).  

 

The ad was attacked by the left as being deceptive and inaccurate and was 

denounced by the Hispanic Business Round Table. However, when pressed during an 

October 14 debate, Angle responded to the accuracy of the ad by saying, “I’m glad to 

give voters, um, the opportunity to see that Harry Reid has voted to give Social Security 

to illegal aliens. Not only did he vote to give it to them after they have become citizens 

but even before they were citizens, he voted to give them the benefits of our Social 

Security.”36 The immigration reform advocacy group America’s Voice, whose leadership 

and staff combine labor and Democratic Party ties, responded by issuing a sixty-second 

ad 154 times on Nevada Spanish-language radio stations attacking Sharron Angle and 

asking Latinos to vote (Demirjian 2010b).37 Tibi Ellis, chairwoman of the Nevada 

Hispanic Caucus, appearing on a local Spanish-language radio station criticized Angle’s 

                                                           
36 Transcript provided by the Las Vegas Sun, October 15, 2010 < http://www.lasvegassun.com/news/ 
2010/oct/15/transcript-harry-reid-sharron-angle-debate-6-pm-oc/> 
37 The organization’s mission statement also provides evidence as well, “The mission of America’s Voice 
(AV) and America’s Voice Education Fund (AVEF) is to harness the power of American voices and 
American values to enact policy change that guarantees full labor, civil and political rights for immigrants 
and their families.  We work in partnership with progressive, faith-based, labor, civil rights, and grassroots 
groups, networks and leaders to enact federal legislation that puts 11 million Americans-in-waiting on the 
road to full citizenship.” See current staff profiles for cross connections between America’s Voice, the 
Democratic Party, and labor groups, http://americasvoiceonline.org/about/. 
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immigration commercial. Ellis contended, “I condemned this type of propaganda, no 

matter who is running them, where they blame Mexicans as the only problem and where 

they attack them as the only source of illegal immigration” (Goldberg 2010c).  

Despite these gaffes, Angle was still leading in most polls and many in the media 

considered a defeat for Reid likely (Warren 2010). In the post-mortem of Reid’s 

reelection victory, some observers attributed the defeat of Angle to the strength of Reid’s 

campaign organization, and in particular, his recruitment of Latino organizers into his 

campaign structure. Reid hired the head of former New Mexico Governor Bill 

Richardson’s 2008 Nevada caucus operation, Ed Espinoza, to run the Reid team’s Latino 

outreach organization in 2010 (Trygstad 2012). Part of the plan was to increase 

Democratic voter registration starting in 2009 and to raise a substantially large amount of 

money to stave off credible Republican opponents (Ralston 2010b). This was a 

continuation of an earlier commitment as Reid had set a goal for Democrats to register 

over 100,000 new voters before the 2008 election (Myers 2011). Reid also employed his 

longtime senatorial staff person for Latino Outreach, Jose Parra, to secure Reid’s 

presence on networks and television shows popular with the Latino community, and in 

addition, pushed fellow congressional Democrats to make appearances as well (Sanchez 

2012). Critical to Reid’s victory was turnout in Clark County, which encompasses the 

city of Las Vegas and its suburbs. As Democratic officials in Clark County noted, the 

county is critical for Nevada Democrats, but statewide candidates also need to have votes 

from Washoe County, home to the city of Reno, and to some degree the rural counties.38 

Conversely, Republicans relied on turnout from suburban Las Vegas and the rural 

counties to the north and west of Las Vegas.  
                                                           
38

 Interview with Roberta Lange, Chair of the Clark County Democratic Party, March 22, 2011. 
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Reid beat his opponent, Republican Sharron Angle, by over forty thousand votes 

(“General Election Results” 2010). He won re-election despite a toxic atmosphere for 

Democrats nationally, the fact that his state had the highest unemployment rate in the 

United States, and the successful campaign of Brian Sandoval, the Republican Party’s 

Latino candidate for the governor of Nevada against Reid’s own son, Rory Reid (Hall 

2010). Sandoval, a Reno native of Mexican ancestry, posed a problem for Nevada 

Democrats seeking to overwhelm their Republican opponents with a surge in Latino 

voters, and thus lift Democratic candidates down the ticket. Democrats correctly feared 

that Latinos would split their vote between Harry Reid and Sandoval rather than backing 

Democratic gubernatorial hopeful Rory Reid with countywide vote totals indicating this 

likely occurred (Morrison 2010). However, media reports following the 2010 midterm 

races suggested that Latinos in western states such as Nevada provided a critical base of 

voters that propelled Democrats like Reid to victory (“Alienating Latinos” 2010). Exit 

polls revealed that Reid won 68% of the Latino vote, which was an 8% increase over his 

share of the Latino vote in 2004 – though these figures have been disputed (Segura and 

Barreto 2010).  

Pundits and observers of the campaign argue that turnout was key for Reid’s 

victory, and in particular, the support of Latino voters (Smith 2011). In April, political 

scientist Matt Barreto found that excitement about the midterm elections amongst Latino 

voters was dangerously low for Democrats. Barreto said, “The number of Latinos who 

say they are enthusiastic about midterm elections is the lowest we’ve ever seen” 

(Coolican 2010a). In 2008, Barack Obama won the Latino vote at a ratio of 3-1 and many 
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Table 5.2. County Election Results in Nevada and Latino Population 
County Reid % Angle % County Pop. Latino% 
Clark (Las Vegas) 57 43 1,902,834 29 
Humboldt 36 64 18,260 24 
Elko 28 72 47,896 23 
Pershing  39 61 6,286 22 
Washoe (Reno) 53 47 414,820 22 
Carson City 48 52 55,176 21 
Lander 29 71 5,159 20 
Lyon 35 65 52,641 15 
Esmeralda 23 77 626 15 
Eureka 21 79 1,707 14 
White Pine 24 76 44,234 13 
Nye 40 60 4,662 12 
Mineral 51 49 4,474 12 
Churchill 30 70 24,897 11 
Douglas 37 63 45,464 9 
Storey 43 57 4,441 9 
Lincoln 25 75 4,794 6 
Non-Clark 46 54 740,251 5 
Statewide 53 47 2,643,085 27 

Source: Nevada 2010 election results and U.S. Census 2009 estimates. 

 

pundits believed Harry Reid and Democratic candidate for the U.S. Third Congressional 

District Dina Titus’s fortunes rested on Latino turnout. In the end, Reid beat Angle by 

over 41,000 votes, while Titus lost to Republican Joe Heck by 1,748 votes. Looking at 

Table 5.2 (above), Reid lost all but three counties, and when third party candidates are 

taken into consideration, the incumbent senator won just one county with a majority of 

votes (Clark). Fortunately for Reid, he won the only two counties with large populations 

(Clark and Washoe). For the pundits to be correct, Latinos for Reid in Clark and Washoe 

had to offset Angle voters throughout the rest of the state. According to 2009 estimates, 

Latinos are a quarter of Clark County’s population and over a fifth of Washoe County.  

 
 
 



 

 

Figure 5.1. Map of Nevada’s Third Congressional District (2010)

Source: nationalatlas.gov

 

The research group Latino Decisions estimates that Latinos make up 12% of all Nevada 

voters – a figure that is less than the overall ratio of Latinos in the stat

According to the 2010 National Exit Poll, Harry Reid won 69% of the Latino vote. 

However, Latino Decisions’ Election Eve Poll showed Latino support at 90%

analysis of elect-ion results from heavily Latino precincts increased this est

support for Reid.40  

Riding Waves: Dina Titus’ changing fortunes in 2008 and 2010

As closely contested as the Reid

Congressional District battle between incumbent Democratic Congresswoman Dina Titus 

and Republican challenger Joe Heck would prove to be tighter

                                                          
39 Further results can be found at <http://latinodecisions.wordpress.com/2010/11/15/proving
wrong-harry-reid-did-win-over
40 Details can be found at <http://latinodecisions.wordpress.com/recent
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small registration advantage in the district. The Nevada 3rd was created after the 2000 

Census as an additional new seat in the U.S. House of Representatives for the state, and 

has an estimated Latino population of 21%. In 2010, its one million residents inhabited 

much of suburban Las Vegas and unincorporated Clark County including the towns of 

North Las Vegas, Henderson, Summerlin, and covering parts of the Southern Nevada 

desert to the borders of Utah, Arizona, and California. The third is made up of affluent 

suburban communities and poor rural villages (Goldberg 2010a). According to the Las 

Vegas Sun, a fifth of the district’s residents were born outside of the area and children 

under 18 outnumber seniors by a 2-1 ratio. Titus initially won her seat in 2008 after 

defeating three-term incumbent Republican Jon Porter – a race in which Titus put much 

of her resources into mobilizing rural voters and benefitted from the state’s sinking 

economy (Lake 2010). Similar themes would dominate the 2010 midterm election minus 

Barack Obama on the top of the ticket to help Democrats on the rest of the ballot. 

According to Titus, the 2010 race centered on Nevada’s and the district’s high 

unemployment and foreclosure rates and the large amounts of money spent by outside 

groups after the Citizens United case.41 Heck, a former Nevada State Senator was seen as 

a moderate Republican when compared to Sharron Angle, whom Heck chose to distance 

himself from politically. As political scientist David Damore noted, "It's not like he's 

some tea party loony. And he's got a great pedigree between his military and medical 

experience" (Goldberg 2010c). Polls showed Heck up by as much as 10% over Titus a 

week before the election, but in the end, Heck defeated the incumbent Democrat by only 

1,922 votes or less than one percent of total votes. 

 
                                                           
41 Interview with Dina Titus, March 23, 2011. 
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Table 5.3. Total Spending by Candidates, Outside Groups, and PACs in U.S. 3rd 
Congressional Race 

 Dina Titus (D) Joe Heck (R) 
Total Spending $2,599,598 $1,383,242 
Amount Spent by Outside Groups for Candidate - 
Supporting 

$1,151,046 $374,785 

Amount Spent by Outside Groups for Candidate – 
Opposed42 

$2,784,398 $1,827,055 

Business PACs $269,671 $318,400 
Labor PACs $296,500 $0 
Ideological PACs $337,685 $203,478 
Party National Committee (DNC, RNC) $4,440 $0  
Party Congressional Campaign Cmte (DCCC, NRCC) - 
Independent Expenditure $23,282 $0 
Party Congressional Campaign Cmte (DCCC, NRCC) - 
Coordinated $80,105 $73,000 
Party Congressional Campaign Cmte (DCCC, NRCC) - 
Independent Expenditure Against Candidate $1,382,401 $1,091,496 

Source: Federal Election Commission, www.opensecrets.org. 

Why did Titus not ride the coattails of Harry Reid’s victory? Titus received 

support from appearances with local Latino officials like State Assemblyman Ruben 

Kihuen and Sheet Metal Workers Local 88 organizer Randy Soltero during public 

campaign events or appearances on local Latino radio stations. Titus also received help 

from the Obama Administration in the form of a radio ad towards the end of the race. In 

the ad, Obama states, "If the Latino community turns out and knows the track records of 

Harry Reid and Dina Titus, they're both going to do very well because that's a community 

with growing clout."43 However, Titus felt that religious organizations such as the 

Catholic Church did little to sway the election on behalf of immigration reform as had 

                                                           
42 For the purpose of this table, these figures represent spending by an outside partisan group against the 
candidate’s opponent. In this example, Democrat-leaning groups spent $2,784,398 against Republican Joe 
Heck, while Republican-leaning outside spending groups committed $1,827,055 against Democrat Titus. 
43 Blog entry at <http://politics.blogs.foxnews.com/2010/11/02/president-obama-works-airwaves-election-
day> 
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been done before.44 Both candidates also faced cost restraints in putting together large-

scale television campaigns due to the expensive nature of the Las Vegas media market.45 

Perhaps the greatest impact on the race was the spending by outside groups, 

which viewed Nevada’s Third Congressional District as one of the closest House races, 

and the one most likely to switch parties (Schouten 2010). On the eve of the election, the 

Center For Responsible Politics noted that over $6.8 million had been spent by outside 

groups, a figure greater than only one other House race in the country (Goldberg 2010c). 

Table 5.3 (opposite) shows the final amount money spent by both candidates during the 

campaign, outside partisan groups, and by political action committee sectors. Labor 

PACs were significant contributors to the Democratic candidate, while business PACs 

supported both Titus and Heck at almost identical levels of spending. Ideological PACs 

campaigned for and against both candidates. In the wake of the Citizens United case, the 

conservative-leaning U.S. Chamber of Commerce spent $549,850 in the race – they had 

only spent $8,830 in the district in 2008 – which outmatched the $521,802 spent by the 

liberal-leaning Service Employees International Union. Interestingly, businesses and their 

PACs contributed significantly to both candidates, particularly from the casino and resort 

industry with Heck receiving a greater amount Again, while it is difficult to trace the 

impact of Latino interest groups, the work by unions such as SEIU and the Culinary 

Workers was geared towards members – a growing number of whom come from the 

Latino community in Clark and Washoe Counties.  The immigration reform 

issueadvocacy group America’s Voice contributed only $2,411 in campaign spending 

against Sharron Angle, but organized a statewide issue advocacy campaign on behalf of 

                                                           
44

 Interview with Dina Titus, March 23, 2011. 
45

 Ibid 
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progressive immigration reform and attacking Angle’s immigration policy stance.46 The 

data also reveals that Titus outspent her opponent, and labor and liberal PACs provided 

over $500,000 in campaign spending in the Democrats favor. Outside partisan groups 

also spent more in favor of Titus, both in support of Titus and in opposition to Heck. 

Because of population growth over the last decade, Nevada added an additional 

U.S. congressional district for the 2012 elections. The new district, Nevada’s 4th 

Congressional District, was split from the Third Congressional district and covers 

northern Clark County and the parts of the rural counties to the north of Las Vegas. 

Latino organizations had publicly advocated for a Latino-majority district given their 

numbers in Las Vegas and Clark County and threatened a legal challenge through the 

courts if it is not forthcoming.47 When asked about the future of the Latino vote in 

Nevada, Dina Titus said that Latinos are still in play, especially when given the option of 

supporting conservative social issues, but anti-immigration and Latino issues are having a 

negative impact on how the Republicans recruit Latino voters.48 Despite support from the 

Latino community in her district, Dina Titus was unable to overcome other increasingly 

important factors such as the economy in suburban Las Vegas.49 Democrat Steven 

Horsford currently represents the 4th Congressional District becoming the first African 

American member of Congress from Nevada (McGrath Schwartz 2012).  

 

 

                                                           
46 Source: Federal Election Commission (opensecrets.org) 
47 See <http://www.nevadanewsbureau.com/2011/05/05/democrats-unveil-proposed-congressional-district-
maps> 
48 Interview with Dina Titus, March 23, 2011 
49 Titus was elected back to the House of Representatives in November 2012 in the newly configured 
Nevada 1st Congressional District, which covers most of Las Vegas city and Clark County.  
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The “Hispanic Reagan?” Latinos and the Victory of Brian Sandoval 

Sweeping into office on the same night of Harry Reid’s reelection, Brian 

Sandoval became the first Nevada governor of Latino heritage. Sandoval had been 

considered a rising star in state and national Republican circles since his election as 

Nevada Attorney General in 2003 (Myers 2011). State Republican leaders view Sandoval 

as a crossover candidate who could appeal to independent voters, but most importantly, 

minority voters such as in Nevada’s large Latino community (Myers 2011). Part of his 

appeal to party leaders was also his ability to unite different factions of the Republican 

Party and yet have a wider appeal to independents. Sandoval benefitted from being 

viewed as newcomer on the Nevada political scene, despite his past political work and his 

deep ties to established Republican and business lobbying groups (Damon 2011). His 

opponent, Rory Reid, did not have such a luxury. As the son of Harry Reid, the 

Democrats’ candidate for governor was targeted with the same venom as his father and 

carried the baggage of nepotism along with the elder Reid’s perceived flaws (Spillman 

2010). On election night, Sandoval won with a total of 54% of the vote to Reid’s 41%.50 

Did Latinos split their votes between Harry Reid and Brian Sandoval? Former 

State Senator Bob Coffin believes Latinos supported both Sandoval and Harry Reid along 

with several Latino candidates running on the Democratic ticket (Smith 2011). However, 

one exit poll showed that only a third of Latino voters cast their ballot for Sandoval rather 

than Rory Reid (Lacey and Preston 2010). Democratic officials believe that Latino 

support for Sandoval may have been decreased by the notion that the Republican candi- 

                                                           
50

 Note, nearly 2% of the gubernatorial vote went to “None of these candidates” and another 3% went to 

third party and independent candidates. Source: Dave Leip’s Atlas of Presidential Elections, 

<uselectionatlas.org>.  
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Table 5.4. Comparison of Rory Reid and Sandoval Vote Percentages by County51 
  Rory Reid % Brian Sandoval % County Pop. Latino% 

Clark (Las Vegas) 47 49 1,902,834 29 
Humboldt 20 72 18,260 24 
Elko 17 74 47,896 23 
Pershing  23 66 6,286 22 
Washoe (Reno) 38 58 414,820 22 
Carson City 34 59 55,176 21 
Lander 15 76 5,159 20 
Lyon 25 68 52,641 15 
Esmeralda 12 73 626 15 
Eureka 10 79 1,707 14 
White Pine 16 69 44,234 13 
Nye 29 61 4,662 12 
Mineral 29 60 24,897 12 
Churchill 19 74 24,897 11 
Douglas 25 69 45,464 9 
Storey 29 64 4,441 9 
Lincoln 20 71 4,794 6 
Statewide 42 53 2,643,085 27 

Source: Dave Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections, <uselectionatlas.org>. 
 

-date for governor “was not one of them.”52 In fact, Sandoval was caught up in a 

controversy with a local Univision station in Las Vegas in July of 2010. The station 

claimed that the candidate responded to a hypothetical question concerning the profiling 

of illegal immigrants and the potential profiling of Sandoval’s own children by saying 

''[m]y children don't look Hispanic” (Frosch 2010). Likewise, Democrats tried to use the 

criticism that Sandoval was out of touch with Latino voters during the campaign (Myers 

2011). In October, Sandoval received an endorsement from the Hispanic Business Round 

Table. Hector Barreto, the Round Table’s President, said “Brian Sandoval is not only a 

great Hispanic, he is a great American; and he will make Hispanics around this country 

                                                           
51

 Percent totals do not reflect share of two-party vote. Third party candidates are not listed or the choice 

of “None of these Candidates.” 
52

 Ibid.  
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proud as the next Governor of the great State of Nevada” (PR Newswire 2010). Looking 

at the local level, Table 5.4 (above) shows the comparison of county vote percentages for 

Governor Brian Sandoval and Democratic opponent Rory Reid along with the percentage 

of Latinos living in each county and the county’s overall population total. Sandoval 

received a higher percentage of the vote in every county even in Clark – where a majority 

of Nevada’s Democratic voters reside, and where Harry Reid gained a vote advantage 

over Sharron Angle. Rory Reid’s best performance came in Clark County, which is also 

the county with the highest percentage of Latinos in Nevada. Sandoval won handily in 

rural counties with a Latino population ranging between a fifth and a quarter of the 

population. Sandoval also did well in his home area of Washoe, which went to Harry 

Reid in the U.S. Senate race. 

Mirroring Dina Titus’s defeat, the economic predicament of many Nevadans may 

have been too much for Democrats to retake the governor’s office. It also appears that the 

sizable pool of Latino voters in the state were more likely to support Brian Sandoval than 

Sharron Angle given the former’s Latino origins and the latter’s support for tight 

immigration control and imagery that suggested a connection between the U.S. Latino 

community and illegal immigration. Sandoval’s victory, along with those of Susanna 

Martinez in New Mexico’s gubernatorial election and Marco Rubio in Florida’s U.S. 

Senate Race, highlights successes by Republicans in 2010 to recruit capable Latino 

candidates for office and the proclivity for voters to support them.  

The Role of Party Organizations and Interest Groups 

The actions by Reid’s campaign team and ancillary groups illustrates a new 

wrinkle in American elections where parties and interest groups share personnel and 
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campaign resources but work separately towards the same electoral goal. As Clark 

County Democratic Party Chair Roberta Lange argues, parties do not formally coordinate 

with interest groups but share many of the same members who share relationships with 

each other. This dynamic includes traditional party organization structures, candidate 

campaign organizations, and a plethora of interest groups. State and federal campaign 

laws have traditionally limited the sharing of financial campaign resources between these 

types of organizations.  Instead, we find a complex network of autonomous groups. 

According to Democrats in Clark County, Hispanic groups were active in voter 

registration and canvassing during the 2008 Presidential race supporting Barack Obama, 

and this continued into 2010 as the Latino community in Nevada mobilized to support 

immigration reform and to defeat Sharron Angle – a proponent of tougher immigration 

penalties.53  

The 2010 midterm elections in Nevada highlight the role of partisan interest 

groups that work alongside political party and candidate campaigns. That interest groups 

are involved in elections is not an unexplored topic, but past research has failed to 

recount how these organizations have developed methods that mix issue advocacy along 

with actions that mimic party and campaign organizations such as voter registration, door 

to door canvassing, and other forms of voter mobilization geared towards the Latino 

community. Trade unions in Nevada like the Culinary Workers Union 226 and Service 

Employees International Union (SEIU) have employed traditional outreach methods that 

focus on using union members to canvass and mobilize other members while paying for 

advertisements in favor of Democrats running for office and against Republicans. Other 

organizations operating during 2010 mixed issue advocacy media campaigns with voter 
                                                           
53 Interview with Roberta Lange, Chair of the Clark County Democratic Party, March 22, 2011. 
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outreach, and in Nevada, many of these types of organizations targeted Latino 

communities in light of Sharron Angle’s views on immigration. Based on Angle’s 

opposition, national organizations such as Democracia Ahora, America’s Voice, and the 

Hispanic Institute targeted Latinos in Nevada by focusing on anti-immigration campaigns 

nationally and in neighboring Arizona, which passed the strict illegal immigration 

enforcement law Senate Bill 1070 on April 23, 2010 (Archibald 2010). In many cases, 

these groups avoided language that explicitly asked Latinos to vote for Harry Reid, 

instead, they pushed educating Latinos about Angle’s views and registering them to vote. 

To the benefit of Reid, these advocacy groups furthered his reelection cause through 

advertising, voter registration, and Election Day mobilization. In addition, the 2010 

campaigns in Nevada brought in a score of 501(c)(3) and 527 groups that spent millions 

of dollars in advertisements. Many of these organizations had close ties to the senatorial 

candidates in Nevada and the national party system structure. For instance, a new post-

Citizens United group started by former George W. Bush adviser Karl Rove and 

Republican National Committee chair Ed Gillespie called American Crossroads began 

running ads in June 2010 and spent nearly $1.6 million against Harry Reid by November 

(Myers 2010).54 Not to be outdone, Patriot Majority USA headed by former Reid staffer 

Craig Varoga, spent nearly $2 million in the Reid-Angle race (Deep-Pocket Super 

PACS” 10/10/10).55 The latter group operates both as a the 501(c )(4)group and through a 

                                                           
54 In the January 2010 decision concerning Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the U.S. 
Supreme ruled that the federal government could not restrict campaign spending by corporations and 
unions. Out of that decision, groups such as American Crossroads and Patriot Majority formed without 
donation restrictions such as contribution amount or the dissemination of the donor’s identity (“Deep-
Pocket Super PACS” 10/10/10).  
55 Since its founding in 2005, Patriot Majority has received a bulk of its donations from labor organizations 
and advocacy organizations such as American Votes, <http://www.factcheck.org/2011/09/patriot-majority-
usa/> 
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sister organization as a 527 campaign spending group.56 As the following sections will 

illustrate, the aforementioned groups played an important role in promoting the 

candidacies of Harry Reid and Sharron Angle, and while imitating many of the traditional 

actions of party organizations and interest groups. As in the cases of Reid’s former staff 

member Varoga, these groups often hold strong partisan relationships to Democratic and 

Republican Party organizations, but have the benefit of establishing a separate electoral 

organization as far as federal election spending regulations are concerned.57
 

Like U.S. congressional races in other battleground states, Nevada’s competitive 

races attracted the attention of numerous interest group organizations that spent millions 

of dollars on campaign ads and resources, and in some cases, sought to mobilize Latino 

voters (Hall 2010). As noted in Table 5.5, The Reid campaign itself raised over $25 

million, but this was surprisingly short of his opponent’s fundraising total of $28.1 

million.58 Reid benefitted from campaign spending by the casino industry in Nevada and 

by state and national labor organizations. Angle received a great deal of her campaign 

war chest from conservative organizations like Club For Growth, the Senate Conservative 

 
 
 
 

                                                           
56 These organizations get their names from the United States tax code and define their legal actions and 
responsibilities as non-profit entities. A 527 organization is a tax-exempt group that is permitted “to raise 
and spend” campaign-directed money without any spending restrictions, but it is prohibited by federal law 
from calling for the election or defeat of a particular candidate nor coordinate their activities with a 
candidate campaign committee or political party (Hershey 2009, 232). A 501(c )(4) is a tax exempt 
organization that can spend and raise unlimited amounts of money, including unlimited lobbying 
expenditures, and may carry on partisan political activities if they are secondary to the purpose of the 
organization, http://www.afj.org/assets/resources/ resource1/Comparison-of-501C3S-501C4S.pdf. 
57 Independent spending organizations must adhere to federal election laws that prohibit campaign 
coordination with candidate campaign committees and limitations on the type of language that may be 
used. For instance, the language used in an advertisement cannot explicitly call for the election of a 
particular candidate (Hershey 2009, 229). 
58 Source: Federal Election Commission, <www.opensecrets.org>.  
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Table. 5.5 Spending Contributions by Candidates, Outside Groups, and PACs U.S. 
Senate Race in Nevada (2010) 

Spending By Partisan Groups in Reid/Angle Race (2010)  Harry Reid 
Sharron 
Angle 

Total Spending By Candidate Committee $25,975,547  $28,262,487  
Amount Spent by Outside Groups for Candidate $10,357,995  $6,867,847  
Business PACs $4,002,941  $118,350  
Labor PACs $447,300  $0  
Ideological PACs $781,439  $270,566  
Party National Committee (DNC, RNC) $48,669  $50  
Party Senatorial Campaign Cmte (DSCC, NRSC) - Independent 
Expenditure $42,600  NA 
Party Senatorial Campaign Cmte (DSCC, NRSC) - Coordinated $81,732  $292,190  

Party Senatorial Campaign Cmte (DSCC, NRSC) - Independent 
Expenditure Against Candidate $2,062,001  $1,361,981  

Source: Federal Election Commission59
 

Fund, and conservative advocacy groups.60 FEC records show that a majority of the 

campaign donations received by the both Reid and Angle came from outside of Nevada 

indicating the national scope of the race. The race featured negative advertising and 

millions spent by outside interest groups on both the left and the right. Angle, a darling of 

the fledgling Tea Party Movement, jumped to an early lead according to a Rasmussen 

survey a month after her primary victory (Ralston 2010). Reid’s prospects for victory 

were perceived by local and national media to be slim to none for a majority of the 

campaign as polls indicated dissatisfaction with Democrats nationally and with Reid in 

Nevada. Many were surprised to find that Team Reid was able to mobilize voters and 

beat Angle on Election Day. 

 As the election season unfolded, spending by interest group political action 

                                                           
59 Spending totals categorized by Center for Responsive Politics, 
http://www.opensecrets.org/races/pacs.php? cycle=2010&id=NVS2 
60 Source: Federal Election Commission, <www.opensecrets.org>. 
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committees (PACs), and outside partisan organizations in the 2010 midterm elections 

became a national story. While these numbers fail to explicitly link Latinos to the Reid-

Angle race, trade unions in Nevada have solid Latino membership, and these unions rely 

on Latino dues to fund union COPEs (committee on political education) and volunteers to 

canvass door to door. In Nevada, the Nevada Service Employees International Union 

(SEIU) and the Culinary Workers Union Local 226 are politically powerful unions that 

have large Latino memberships (Lemann 2010). Unions such as Culinary Workers Union 

Local 226, a longtime power in Nevada politics, spent just over a million dollars in the 

race with total union spending reaching $1,844,846.61 In addition, labor PACs spent 

$431,300 on the Reid-Angle contest. While Reid drew the support of labor in Nevada, the 

spending of autonomous advocacy groups such as the conservative organization 

American Crossroads assisted the Angle campaign. The latter, a conservative U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce and Republican-linked non-profit, spent $1,595,234 in the race 

while its sister organization Crossroads Grassroots Policy Strategies spent an additional 

$2,379,272 in favor of Sharron Angle. All the money spent by candidates, parties, and 

outside groups seemed to increase the level of negativity in the race, which may have 

resulted in Reid successfully painting Angle as a threat to Nevada’s Latino community 

(Lemann 2010).  

Nevada Republicans and the outside spending groups linked to them offered a 

mixed message for Latinos in 2010: state party leaders backed Brian Sandoval who 

would go on to become the first Latino elected as governor in Nevada, but at the same 

time were stuck with the racially polarizing Sharron Angle after she won the GOP 

primary for the U.S. Senate. Given what seemed to be the Nevada Republican Party’s 
                                                           
61 Source: Federal Election Commission, from <www.opensecrets.org>. 
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hopes for Sandoval and his electoral success, Latino vote totals at the county level give 

the impression that Latinos across the state were far from being captured by the 

Democratic Party. This is germane to political scientist Paul Frymer’s contention that as 

far as Mexican American voters are concerned, the largest Latino nationality in the 

United States and Nevada, both national parties remain competitive with the Mexican 

American community unlike African American voters nationally (Frymer 1999, 185). 

However, the campaign advertising efforts by Latinos For Reform, the conservative PAC 

that paid for advertisements in Nevada telling Latinos not to vote, offers a cautionary 

note of the tensions that exist within the Republican Party and the difficulty that 

candidates and parties have in regulating the activity of like-minded partisan 

organizations that are free to spend money how they see fit. 

In examining party organizations specifically, it is important to look at how 

parties are not only impacted by the number of interest groups active in a particular race, 

but to also understand the political or social dynamics within a state or region. Nevada’s 

politics features strong divisions between northern and southern residents and rural 

counties versus Clark County where Las Vegas is located (Rothman 2010, 158). As 

mentioned earlier, the Reid campaign organization was highly centralized, but many 

organizations were campaigning on his behalf. These included the Nevada State 

Democratic Party, Clark County Democratic Party (CCDP) and its subgroups like Si Se 

Puede, a Latino caucus group within the CCDP that focuses on connecting Clark 

County’s Latino community to the local Democratic Party. To assist the Reid Campaign, 

the Nevada State Democratic Party contributed campaign money in October of 2010. 

According to Federal Election Commission filings, this included campaign expenditures 
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for the following purposes: $23,000 in campaign spending towards “Hispanic internet 

ads;” $21,311 dedicated to a communications firm to produce get-out-the-vote literature 

in honor of Reid; as well as an “in-kind” contribution agreement between the Nevada 

State Democratic Party and Friends of Harry Reid campaign committee for the purpose 

of providing office space.62 During the 2009 election cycle, the Nevada State Democratic 

Party received campaign contributions from Reid’s own political action committee, 

Searchlight Leadership Fund.63 As Clark County Democratic Party Chair Roberta Lange 

notes, the county party did not receive any help from the Nevada State Democratic Party 

and had to run separate campaigns autonomous from state leaders.64 One striking feature 

of Clark County, as well as many other parts of the Sunbelt, is the prevalence of gated 

communities, something that party organizations in the West and the South have tried to 

overcome when mobilizing voters. These gated neighborhoods and the spatial separation 

of voters along racial and ethnic lines has forced parties in Clark County to be creative in 

terms of face-to-face voter outreach. Key to the Clark County Democrats has been the 

use of separate caucuses, which unite Democratic voters through various forms of 

identity.65 The Clark County Democrats have caucuses dedicated to Asian Americans, 

African Americans, the Outdoor Caucus, and two caucuses dedicated to mobilizing the 

Latino community.66  

The most active of the two Latino organizations is Sí Se Puede, an organization 

formed in 2008 to mobilize Latinos during Barack Obama’s presidential campaign. The 

                                                           
62 Federal Election Commission, <http://images.nictusa.com/cgi-bin/fecimg/?10931678858; 
http://images.nictusa. com/cgi-bin/fecimg/?11930638963; <http://images.nictusa.com/cgi-
bin/fecimg/?10931135732> (retrieved 2/16/13).  
63 Source: National Institute on Money in State Politics, < 
http://www.followthemoney.org/database/StateGlance/ committee.phtml?c=3803 >. 
64 Interview with Roberta Lange, March 22, 2011.  
65 Interview with Roberta Lange, March 22, 2011. 
66 See <www.clarkdems.com>.  
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organization’s mission was to conduct voter registration drives in the Latino community, 

use volunteers to canvass neighborhoods, hold community forums, and educate voters on 

upcoming elections.67 Another important component of Sí Se Puede’s mission is to create 

links between the Latino community, elected officials and candidates, religious 

organizations, and labor unions. Organization members were active in both Hillary 

Clinton’s 2008 presidential run and Obama’s campaign team – where some members 

went through the presidential hopeful’s leadership training program, and Dina Titus’ 

2008 and 2010 campaigns.68 Highlighting the web of connections between parties and 

interest groups, Sí Se Puede held get out the vote programs at Sheet Metal Workers 

headquarters, and in return, have helped labor unions organize membership drives in 

Clark County.  

Both the Reid and Angle campaign organizations were independently assisted by 

an unknown assortment of interest groups and outside campaign spending organizations. 

Angle and Republicans in Nevada had great difficulty connecting to the Latino 

community due to the candidate’s stance on immigration and several high profile public 

racially-tinged gaffes that created the perception that Angle or Republicans were hostile 

to issues important to the Latino community. There is very little evidence of the Angle 

team creating a large-scale Latino outreach team akin to the Reid organization. Because 

of this, I will focus on the Reid Organization, the Democratic Party, and likeminded 

interest groups to explore the cross-connections between parties and interest groups. 

                                                           
67 Info provided by <http://www.sisepuedeldc.com/> 
68 Ibid. 
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5.6. Resource Sharing by Parties, Campaign Organizations, and Interest Groups 

Key: A= money contribution; B= personnel contribution and GOTV work; C= office space; D= financed advertisements; E=campaign 

Organization Providing Campaign Resources 
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of Harry 
Reid 

Searchlight 
Leadership 
Fund 
(PAC) 

Patriot 
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NV 
Demo. 
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County 
Demo. 
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Hispanic 
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Si Se 
Puede 
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America 
Votes 
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As detailed in Table 5.6 (opposite page), labor organizations were the leading provider of 

cross connections between Democrats, interest groups, and Latinos at the local, state, and 

national level. National unions contributed money directly to Reid’s campaign (Friends 

of Harry Reid) in addition to spending millions on PACs, 501/527 groups, or as separate 

outside spending groups. Union contributions also included money and volunteer workers 

to support organizations such as the Hispanic Institute and America Votes, 501( c)(3) 

organizations that combed Nevada in 2010 to register Latinos to vote and to educate them 

on important issues without an explicit message to support Harry Reid. For example, 

Table 5.6 shows that the group America Votes provided a campaign donation to Patriot 

Majority and received a great deal of funding from the unions SEIU and AFSCME.69 

America Votes’ mission is to “advance progressive policies, expand access to the ballot, 

coordinate issue advocacy and election campaigns, and protect every American’s right to 

vote.”70 Support for progressive policies such as immigration reform and voter protection 

unites groups like America Votes while creating a clear path for providing ancillary 

support for the Democratic Party and its candidates across the country in communities 

with a large Latino population. Reid and other Democratic candidates also relied on the 

spending and the volunteers provided by local organized labor. One of the biggest unions 

in Nevada is the 60,000-member strong Culinary Workers Union Local 226 which 

represents hotal workers in Las Vegas, and who were seen as critical to Barack Obama’s 

chanes of winning Nevada Democratic Caucus and later, the 2008 general election 

(Friess 2008). The CWU has been a power in Nevada, along with the Teamsters, since 

the 1950’s when the organization was responsible for recruiting workers for Las Vegas’s 

                                                           
69 Source: Federal Election Commission, from <www.opensecrets.org> 
70 For greater detail of America Votes mission, see <http://www.americavotes.org/about> 
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growing casino industry (Rothman 2010, 133). The Culinary Union is also very diverse 

with 65% of its members being non-white and with a large Latino contingent. They spent 

the most money out of any union in supporting Harry Reid (Greenhouse 2004).71 The 

Culinary’s parent union is the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees International 

Union, part of the consolidation between UNITE-HERE, and has made its priority to 

recruit members from the Latino community. Another important union in Democratic 

politics is 18,000-plus member-strong Nevada Service Employees Union along with its 

national affiliate the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) (Kane and Weisman 

2008). SEIU spent upwards of $750,000 in either PAC donations, outside spending 

groups such as Patriot Majority, or through candidate and party donations. In the case of 

Patriot Majority, SEIU contributed $445,000 while other unions such as the American 

Federation of Teachers and AFSCME spent hundreds of thousands of dollars. As 

mentioned earlier, Patriot Majority was founded by Harry Reid’s former communications 

director Craig Varoga, and spent nearly $2 million in the Reid-Angle race alone (Parker 

2010).72  

The work of organized labor in Nevada illustrates the complexity of campaign 

organizations and party-building activities. This is highlighted by the work of The 

Hispanic Institute (THI), the 501(c )(3) that conducts research on the economic, social, 

and political life of Latinos in the United States. Managed by Andres Gonzalez, the 

former head of the Democratic National Committee Hispanic Outreach project, and 

Cuauhtemoc “Temo” Figueroa, former Obama National Latino Vote director and labor 

leader, the THI initiated the Nevada Voter Registration 2010 program “to promote and 

                                                           
71 Source: 2010 Federal Election Commission records, <opensecrets.org> 
72 Ibid 
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grow the participation of Hispanics in the electoral process.”73 THI’s organizer in Clark 

County was Artie Blanco whose mission was to register and educate Latinos in the Las 

Vegas area.  These efforts targeted a cross-spectrum of the Latino community, but 

particularly sought to engage young Latinos of voting age.74 While THI did not and could 

not explicitly back Harry Reid, it was hard for the group’s organizers to avoid the Angle 

campaign and its support of tighter immigration laws. Blanco noted that Latinos in Clark 

County were energized by Arizona’s passing of the tough immigration bill, SB 1070. 

Though she was not directly involved in the Reid campaign, Blanco cites the Reid team 

as hiring and reaching out to Latinos in the state and putting them on his campaign 

staff.75 Latino activists in the Clark County area had a number of opportunities to be 

politically involved as in the case with Reid’s Latino organization and groups like THI, 

which worked independently of Reid and the Democratic Party because of non-profit 

restrictions.76 Far from ignoring Latinos, local party organizations were just one of many 

voices trying to capture the attention of the Latino community during the 2010 Midterm 

elections.  

Conclusion: Rethinking Party and Campaign Organizations 

The political teams assembled for the 2010 Midterm elections in Nevada illustrate 

the fluid nature of campaign and party organizations as well as the rise of campaign 

activity by third-party groups. More importantly, this chapter provides an impetus for 

redefining our understanding of political parties, candidate campaign organizations, and 

                                                           
73

 THI Nevada Voter Registration 2010 guide from <http://www.thehispanicinstitute.net> 
74

 Interview with Artie Blanco, March 23, 2010.  
75

 Ibid. 
76

 At the time of the interview, Blanco held a similar position with SEIU in their “Mi Familia Vota” 

campaign. 
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interest group activity during an election. My research here begs the question: when we 

say political party, what exactly are we referring to? Joseph A. Schlesinger defines party 

organizations as “all of the cooperative, deliberate activities among two or more people 

aimed at capturing elective office in the name of the party” (Schlesinger 1985, 1153). 

Accordingly, groups such as The Hispanic Institute or SEIU are merely benefit-seeking 

interest groups operating within a pluralist democracy. Yet as this chapter shows, these 

particular groups often share the same goals as the Democratic Party: to elect Democrats. 

When these groups share personnel with national, state, and local party organizations, 

does that mean we should redefine party organizations to include issue advocacy groups? 

As in the case of Harry Reid, candidates for office rely on the uncoordinated 

relationships of kindred organizations. Reid created a strong organization that fused the 

experience of seasoned campaign staff from past national Senate races, semi-independent 

state and local parties, and independent issue-driven interest groups (Ralston 2010). 

Reid’s own organization was extensive in its incorporation of Latino activists and 

communities into its reelection efforts. However, the legal limitations associated with 

party and candidate campaign work and interest group activity meant that organizations 

associated with immigration reform or unions such as SEIU operated independently 

while sharing the same goals and sometimes the same personnel. This should give us 

pause when applying past theories of party and campaign organizations that view these 

entities as entirely independent of other organizations during an election. Instead, we 

should recognize the interconnectedness of state and local parties, candidate-centered 

campaign organizations, and third-party interest groups. The latter take the form of issue 
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advocacy groups, labor unions, or the sometimes-undisclosed partisan non-party 

expenditure groups.  
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CHAPTER 6  

CONCLUSION  

 
` Latinos are a growing segment of the American electorate and both 

Democrats and Republicans have made efforts within the last decade to build political 

relationships within the Latino community. As the elections of 2008 and 2010 illustrate, 

political parties are often at odds with themselves when it comes to crafting a coherent 

message that satisfies Anglo and Latino audiences at the same time. This project has 

shown that Latino mobilization rests on a number of actors and organizations that often 

include traditional party organization models, but increasingly these efforts rely on 

ancillary organizations that champion the same candidates while attracting separate 

campaign resources such as money and volunteers. The victorious campaigns of Barack 

Obama and Harry Reid highlight the complexity and the vast expense of campaigning in 

the early twenty-first century. By spreading the wealth and responsibility of mobilizing 

Latino voters, partisan linkage and political parties appear both essential to electioneering 

while seeming almost antiquated in the digital age. Technology offers candidates the 

ability to harness the power of internet fundraising and advertising campaigns, and yet, 

campaign and party organizations recruit and mobilize an army of volunteers and paid 

workers to canvass voters by mail, phone, and in person. This project sought to 

understand the relationship between party organizations, interest groups, and Latino 

voters, and in doing so, has established a new criteria for understanding the nature of 
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partisan networks and ancillary organizations during the election process. This chapter 

seeks to summarize the findings of this project and to evaluate the latter by examining 

additional variable that may explain the electoral mobilization of Latino voters.  

Previous research in the area of Latino politics has shown that political parties 

provide a tenuous link between the political process and Latino communities. This 

project adds to the findings of these past works by arguing that our conceptions of 

political parties should include like-minded partisan organizations that look and act like 

political parties, but which operate differently than traditional organizations. After 

reviewing the data, I conclude that the process of mobilizing Latinos is too fluid to 

simply write such a process off as a series of events perpetrated by either political parties, 

interest groups, Latino/a elected officials, or other campaign organizations. Instead, all of 

the previously mentioned actors have a role in reaching out to Latinos as defined by the 

theater in which the election plays out. In some instances, local political parties have the 

resources and social network resources to mobilize Latinos by traditional GOTV efforts 

(door-to-door canvassing, phone banking, radio/TV ads, etc.). However, Latino voters are 

often targeted by a multiplicity of campaign agents – be it national, state, or local 

Democratic or less often, Republican party organizations; unions like SEIU; Latino 

activists and community leaders; and campaign organizations associated with national 

and statewide figures such as Barack Obama and Harry Reid. It perhaps speaks to the 

level of interest in mobilizing Latinos to vote that Reid committed significant resources 

to mobilizing Latino voters even as Sharron Angle ran campaign ads attacking Latino 

immigrants. However, Latino activists have been proven correct time and time again 

when they argue that loyalty to one political party fails to produce policies that are 
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important to the greater Latino community. Far from being captured by either political 

party, Latinos are still taken for granted as reliable blocs of voters by Democrats and 

Republicans in many parts of the country.77 

 As noted earlier, local parties that lack a political connection to Latino 

communities within their constituency or jurisdiction face some difficulties. This lack of 

political bridging between party organizations and Latino voters may be the result of 

local parties failing to build party support between Latino voters or to build a physical 

representation in neighborhoods with a large Latino population. Janelle Wong has argued 

that community organizations have the potential to provide a voice for immigrant 

communities, including non-native born and first-generation Latinos (Wong 2006, 197). 

The scope of this project does not fully correspond to research on immigrant 

communities and political organizations.  Instead, I have chosen to look at native-born 

and non-native born Latinos as a targeted voting group for parties, interest groups, and 

candidate campaigns. It means that there is an explanatory limit in terms of comparing 

the electoral interest of political actors towards Latino voters, in comparison to party 

outreach to harder-to-find immigrant communities. Obviously, parties and interest groups 

face obstacles navigating neighborhoods and communities that feature a large non-citizen 

population. I had thought that parties may be reluctant to expend limited resources in 

these communities and would explain lower levels of outreach. My efforts to measure the 

impact of foreign-born populations on Latino mobilization were inconclusive and deserve 

a closer examination in future research.  

                                                           
77 I would argue that Frymer’s electoral capture thesis applies to Latino voters at the local level. Any effort 
to extend the thesis to cover Latino voters nationally is defeated by the heterogeneity of varying expects of 
the Latino American community where characteristics such as nationality, country of birth, time in the 
U.S., along with state and regional differences make it impossible to compare intra-Latino political 
circumstances much less Latino and African American electoral realities.  
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This study along, with countless others, has sought to explain the influence and 

relevance of political parties and interest groups as democratic instruments in the process 

of providing a political voice for Latinos. While I have chosen not to measure the lack of 

democratic voice for Latino voters in communities ignored by political elites and 

organizations, this project illustrates that outreach attempts by local political parties and 

interest groups varies across the ten states featured in this survey. Paraphrasing the words 

of former Democratic Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill, I would argue that Latino 

mobilization is often a local event. Local parties forsake local Latino outreach efforts 

when the price is too high for mobilizing too few. Likewise, political parties take notice 

when Latinos make up a significant segment of local voters. Party-community 

connections inevitably are of consequence for mobilization regardless of whether 

mobilization is geared towards Latino, African Americans, or evangelical voters.  

Who is responsible for Latino mobilization? 

As previously noted in earlier chapters, political parties have been historically 

associated with the political socialization, acculturation, and mobilization of immigrant 

communities in the United States. I set out to determine if local parties were still active in 

neighborhood politics, in particular, whether they were connected to local Latino voters. 

The findings of this study indicate that local party organizations are ambivalent when it 

comes to the mobilization of Latino voters. In other words, the local or regional political 

environment is likely to determine the level of involvement in which parties are willing to 

commit to Latino mobilization. Several factors influence party activity in Latino 

communities. The data reveals that the diversity of the county in which the party is 

situated has an impact on whether the latter will make efforts to reach out to Latino voters 
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– for example, Latino mobilization increases as the county’s Latino community grows 

bigger. There is also strong evidence that local parties take national electoral 

considerations into account as well, especially for Latino voters in swing states.  The rest 

of this chapter will focus, first, on reassessing this project’s findings and connecting this 

data to our understanding of how local political parties interact with the Latino 

community, and second, whether scholars should reevaluate foundational definitions and 

theories regarding the structure and behavior of party organizations.  

First, the data reveals that the size of a particular county’s Latino population is 

crucial for creating an incentive for local party organizations to spend their limited 

resources on mobilization activities. My data reveals this in several ways. There is a 15% 

increase in the number of local party organizations actively seeking to mobilize Latino 

voters when a county’s Latino population jumps above 20%. Local party mobilization 

rates plateau at 55% when Latino county population figures range between 31-50%. As 

Latino population figures climb, party mobilization rates decrease slightly and then 

stabilize around 50%. This may speak to the entrenched position of the Democratic Party 

in communities with a large Latino population and the lack of outreach by the Republican 

Party.  

Second, partisanship is important in determining the prospect that local parties 

will mobilize Latinos. For all local parties, Democrats sought to reach out to Latinos at a 

mobilization rate of 37% whereas this figure dropped to 20% for Republican county 

organizations. Variables measuring partisanship did not, however, produce statistically 

significant outcomes though the data collected indicates a need for further scholarship. 

Simply put, the Republican Party has largely failed to get a toehold in many Latino 
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communities outside of South Florida. And while 37% is still a considerably low figure, 

this project’s study of the 2010 Senatorial race in Nevada notes that Republicans are 

losing the war of messages as they continue to take a hard stance on immigration reform.  

As noted in chapter three, this project also sought to measure the impact of 

interest groups in addition to local political parties. Overall, interest groups were active in 

mobilizing voters in almost half the counties surveyed. This ratio dropped to around a 

quarter of counties when the focus was switched to the mobilization of Latinos by interest 

groups. On average, party leaders reported that parties and interest groups reached out to 

Latinos at similar rates, 30% to 27% respectively. The latter ratios disguise an important 

relationship between these actors and Latino populations. When the size of the Latino 

community is taken into question, interest groups are more likely to be active in targeting 

Latino voters when the latter makes up less than 16-20% of the county. For local parties, 

it is the opposite. Parties show very low levels of outreach activity when counties have a 

small Latino community, a figure under 16%. The ratio of local parties committed to 

mobilization activities jumps when Latino population is above the last figure. When 

regressed against Latino mobilization activity, Latino population data provides a positive 

indication that the size of the Latino community had an impact on mobilization by 

political parties. In addition to party outreach efforts increasing with Latino population, 

local parties were more likely to mobilize Latinos if interest groups were also active in 

the county in seeking to reach Latinos. Looking at the regression model for Latino 

mobilization, two interest group indicators are both positively correlated with greater 

party activity. First, when party leaders mentioned that interest groups were active in 

their county mobilizing Latino voters, these activities coincided with their own outreach 
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efforts. Second, the regressed data shows that an increase in the mobilization activities by 

neighborhood associations was positively correlated to increased mobilization by local 

parties towards Latino voters. This speaks to the structure of the modern campaign 

process whereby parties and likeminded political organizations conduct autonomous, but 

congruent electoral campaigns to catch Latinos or other voting blocs. Reinforcing these 

observations is the additional finding that party mobilization of Latinos was more likely 

to occur in competitive swing or battleground states. The 2008 presidential election, like 

previous campaigns, was fought competitively in only a handful of states. The rise of the 

Latino vote coincides with the existence of large Latino communities in swing states such 

as Nevada, New Mexico, Colorado, and Florida where parties and interest groups are 

likely to invest additional resources into mobilizing voters.  

The data suggests a conflicting atmosphere that surrounds Latinos and American 

democracy. In smaller Latino communities, interest groups are more likely to act as the 

catalyst for political inclusion and voice. In addition, both political parties and interest 

groups increase mobilization efforts when Latinos constitute larger share of a county’s 

population. I believe that further research would prove this relationship to be true. Parties 

and interest groups are driven by different incentives when they conduct voter 

registration drives and community/voter outreach activities. Community and Latino 

organizations are likely to have a persistent relationship with local Latino communities 

such as education reform campaigns or legal aid assistance – the types of commitments 

given up by Tammany Hall-style party organizations a century ago.78 Contemporary local 

                                                           
78 It is debatable, and often based on anecdotal evidence, as to whether contemporary party leaders in cities 
like Chicago and Philadelphia have any semblance of such influence. In writing about Pittsburgh in the 
second half of the twentieth century, Roy Lubove has made the argument that urban politicians have 
steered federal grant money and projects to supporters with ties to non-profits. See Roy Lubove, Twentieth-
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party organizations focus on the election cycle and less on maintaining a lasting presence 

in individual communities. The argument has been made elsewhere that these changes 

occurred with changes in the power shift between the national government and the states. 

Local party leaders use much of their limited resources for state and local elections, 

which often take place in “off years” during breaks from federal elections. In some local 

cases, county party organizations may be more active electorally during local elections 

rather than presidential or midterm election years of 2008 and 2010 as this project has 

chosen to study.  

As noted above, these findings speak to the need to do further research in this 

area. It may seem obvious that local parties would seek Latino votes when Latinos make 

up a large segment of the county’s population. Yet, the data shows that local parties still 

fail to mobilize Latinos even in counties in which Latinos are upwards of 30% to over 

50%. This speaks to the likelihood of one-party dominance in both Latino mobilization 

and voter support in counties with sizable Latino populations. If the local Latino 

community is a lock to support one particular party, it is probable that the other party will 

write off these voters for support. Democrats garner a great deal of the support from 

Latinos in these counties outside of communities in South Florida where Cuban 

Americans largely support Republican candidates. This exception provides a window into 

the challenge that Republicans face in the future, as Latinos will increasingly constitute a 

larger share of the American voting electorate.  

As chapter 5 proves, Republicans can attract Latino candidates such as Brian 

Sandoval and Florida’s U.S. Senator Marco Rubio that may provide a bridge over the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Century Pittsburgh, Volume Two: The Post-Steel Era. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1996. 
Print.  
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GOP’s recent anti-immigrant rhetoric. The fractured federalist nature of American 

elections enables and benefits the politically broad nature of the Democratic and 

Republican Parties. For example, the Nevada Republican Party in 2010 could back both a 

successful candidate such as Sandoval and anti-immigration backer Sharron Angle, 

without the latter’s racial baggage sinking the fortunes of the former. Increasingly, party 

leaders and fundraisers are drafting organizational strategies that fit the individual 

campaign in question. The Reid organization is a perfect example of this: seasoned 

campaign workers were brought in from other Senate campaigns along with the creation 

of a complimentary suborganization that specifically targeted the Latino community. This 

suborganization sought to be both organic in the sense of being led by Latino leadership, 

but could also continue its coordination through the Reid team. Secondly, an outpouring 

of auxiliary organizations assisted Reid with strong ties to Democratic groups and 

positions such as the labor movement.  

Again, this all indicates that parties are not completely blind to the Latino 

community. This suggests that further research is needed to understand the link between 

the Latino community and political actors and agents such as local political parties and 

elected officials. Future research should focus on the extent to which Latino community 

members are participants in county party organizational structures such as ward/precinct 

leaders or committee people. Community infiltration of local parties may produce a more 

consistent working relationship, and perhaps, provide a better explanation of Latino 

mobilization. 
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Political Parties in the 21st Century 

Modern political campaigns are often noted for the charisma of the candidates 

running for office, the organizational structure of a candidate-centered campaign, and the 

role of candidate strategists and fundraisers. As far as electoral actors go, political parties 

reliably hold secondary roles in the minds of pundits and political observers. David 

Mayhew has noted the decline of the “traditional party organization” since the 1960’s. 

These types of organizations or “machines” share several characteristics: autonomy, 

longevity, hierarchy, materially driven incentives, and produce a slate of nominated 

candidates for state and local offices (Mayhew 1994, 242). As Joseph Schlesinger 

observed in the mid-1980’s, party organizations were forced to transform themselves in 

order to meet the needs changing electoral currents (Schlesinger 1984, 372). Parties had 

to adapt to candidate-centered campaigns and campaign finance rules at the national and 

state levels, but they did not disappear.  

This political structure is important when comparing the ability of contemporary 

political parties, in particular – local organizations, to meet the challenges of mobilizing 

Latino voters. Judging from the literature, these organizations were neither fictional in 

their power nor universal in their scope. Mayor Daley-style local party structures did not 

routinely emerge in every region of the United States.  As far as this project is concerned, 

Mayhew notes that New York, New Jersey, Illinois, and counties in New Mexico and 

Texas with large Latino populations qualify as having strong, traditional party 

organizations active at the local and state level. My data could neither confirm nor deny 

that the presence or history of strong party organizations in a particular county increases 

the likelihood that a local party will be more likely to mobilize Latino voters. Yet, that 
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may only partially answer what real relationship exists between strong, active local party 

organizations and Latino voters. Such detail is lost in surveying county party leadership, 

and only partially answered by chapter 5’s study of Clark County, Nevada. The political 

culture of Clark County, like all of Nevada, has been fluid due to the state’s unique 

population growth during the twentieth century. Therein lays the difficulty of 

generalization. Each of the county party organizations featured in this study found their 

fates tied to national political changes. However, state and local electoral shifts, power 

divisions, and other political circumstances also matter when addressing changes in the 

strength of local party organizations.  

Speaking before the passage of post-Watergate campaign finance reform, Bernard 

Hennessey noted that “[p]olitical parties are organized as they are in part because of the 

laws of the governmental jurisdiction in which they operate” (Hennessy 1968, 10). 

Parties in the United States have always adapted to changes within the political 

environment whether it be regional partisan cleavages, policies and issues, or national or 

state laws that limit strategic or financial choices made by party elites. This project seeks 

to add an additional layer to the foundation of party organization and interest group 

studies by elaborating the role assigned to non-party partisan organizations that are 

greatly linked in electoral spirit to national, state, and local party organizations but which 

are largely free from many of the federal and state campaign finance regulations 

curtailing party spending power. Parties and candidates for office have found a means of 

expanding the power of partisan organizations by sidestepping campaign reform 

measures. The rest of this chapter will discuss the creation of these organizations and 

their relation to party organization theory. 
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Auxiliary organizations were an unexpected discovery to this project as I had 

anticipated a strong dichotomy between the mobilization activities of local party 

organizations and interest groups and evidence suggesting a clear separation between the 

two groups. That is not the case. Changes in the way that we regulate elections has forced 

parties, interest groups, and office-seeking candidates to create separate campaign 

mobilization structures in order to get around campaign finance and coordination 

restrictions. These organizations also have the added benefit of anonymity in some cases 

when they take the form of a 527 or 501(c )3 non-profit that allows these groups to use 

negative attack ads against political opponents while protecting  their own candidates 

from the reputation of playing hardball politics. These organizations have existed in some 

manner since the beginning of the republic, but there is not the capacity to include a 

history of these groups in this current project despite the fact that it deserves further 

research.   

Mildred A. Schwartz has defined auxiliary organizations within a party network 

to include the work of financial donors, advisors, and interest groups when a clear 

majority of their work is dedicated to the electoral success of one political party 

(Schwartz 1990, 6). I believe my work here adds additional layers to our understanding of 

the adaptive nature of political parties and to viewing them as a network of partisan 

actors seeking electoral victory of one party’s slate of candidates. Such organizations can 

be very complex, and may include interest groups with little connection to the party or 

it’s candidates. Interest groups such as Big Labor may endorse Democratic candidates for 

office and host events, but campaign finance rules preclude formal coordination ties. This 

is amplified in the case of issue advocacy groups in the Latino community. With fewer 
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resources, these organizations may focus on voter registration and issue education rather 

than costly GOTV and media efforts – though the Internet has allowed a number of 

smaller groups to increase their media presence and their fundraising efforts.  

By expanding our conception of party organizations, we begin to understand the 

continued vitality of organized campaigns without the crisis of reassessing the vitality of 

traditional members of party organization theory such as local party leadership. Local 

parties are simply one of many players participating in a multifaceted campaign, who 

depending on the mitigating circumstances of the particular race may hold a determining 

role in the electability of a candidate. Increasingly, office-seeking candidates and parties 

are reliant on the actions of well-financed partisan campaign groups. These organizations 

can reinforce a partisan message favoring a candidate without the same campaign money 

restrictions. In the case of Harry Reid and Sharron Angle, these campaign groups can also 

heighten the negativity of the overall election atmosphere and possibly damage the image 

of the favored candidate as evidenced by the actions of Latinos For Reform.  

I argue that my reformulation of party organizations to include independent 

partisan organizations is congruent to Duverger’s contention that systems with single-

member constituency elections develop parties that are decentralized (Duverger 1954, 

59). This idea of decentralization is consistent with recent develops in the electoral 

relationship between parties, candidates, and partisan groups. Today’s campaigns are 

marked by traditional parties in an electoral duet with web- and ground-based partisan 

groups that are often effective at raising money online and attracting issue-oriented 

volunteers. Interest groups such as labor or church organizations develop campaigns 

geared towards the benefit of a slate of candidates often independent of the individual 
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office seeker but tailored to help that candidate win their election. The proliferation of so 

many likeminded organizations also solves a leadership issue that develops during the 

nominating and electoral process where party leaders and insiders often clash over 

campaign strategy.79 This issue can be bypassed when parties create separate campaign 

units that differ in strategy, but remain united in the same end goal of electoral victory for 

their chosen candidate.  

Future Research 

Political parties, candidates for office, and various interest groups were united 

during the 2008 and 2010 elections in continuing to develop new mechanisms for 

mobilizing Latino voters. This project has sought to further our understanding of this 

political process by studying how local political actors target Latino voters in ten critical 

states. As mentioned, this study raises additional questions about the place of Latinos in 

American democracy, and can be seen as a call for further research that should begin by 

looking at the local political arena. Local politics has not faded away. In fact, local party 

organizations and interest groups are quite active in many communities. That does not 

change the reality that political actors such as robust local parties and community-based 

interest groups simply do not exist in some areas of the country – perhaps due to political 

cultural decline or to one-party dominance. Yet, even one-party controlled areas of the 

country provide a competitive atmosphere to study as party leadership and candidate 

nominations are often hotly contested. In counties with a significant Latino population, 

Latinos are perhaps cut out of this process but more likely involved to some extent. It 

would benefit the discipline to conduct comparative studies of Latino political 

                                                           
79

 Schwartz (1990) has shown the complex range of interactions between Washington D.C.-based political 

liaisons and Illinois Republican political actors including the splintering of state congressional campaign 

financing units over candidate nomination and support.  
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participation in party organizational structure that was unfortunately out of the scope of a 

10 state survey.  

Based on one case study of Nevada, it would also benefit Latino and party 

scholars to detail the relationship of Latino community groups in registering Latino 

voters and canvassing neighborhoods. The scope of what was taking place in Nevada in 

2010 seemed to be both particular to the region but also part of a national campaign to 

mobilize the Latino vote around immigration reform. My work indicates that such work 

is largely non-partisan, but only a greater study of these practices can prove what 

connection these groups have to traditional party organizations. Participants in these 

organizations by all indications wore many hats including past work for partisan 

candidates for office. It is important for political scientists to develop a better theoretical 

understanding of how these local, national, federated/non-federated organizations operate 

during the electoral process. I contend that these organizations are increasingly important 

to campaigns along with the power and scope of outside campaign spending groups or 

“Super PACS.” Again, a comparative study of several states and communities may 

clarify the power of these organizations to impact elections and further produce a 

coherent reformulation of political parties and their supporters.  
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APPENDIX A  

 
 

County Political Party Leadership Survey 
This questionnaire is part of a national survey of county political party leadership 

conducted by Daniel G. Lehman at Temple University. Your responses to the questions 
below are very important to this study so that political scientists can understand the tasks 
and duties of local political parties in their relationship to different voting groups. All of 
your answers will be kept completely confidential and steps have been taken to protect 
your privacy and security.   
 

1) Please evaluate the following mobilization methods for the 2008 Election. For each of 
the following activities, please place an “X” in the box that corresponds to specific 
efforts by your party to reach different segments of your local electorate. 

 

 

 

 
2) Which activities indicated above were most important in reaching Latino voters? 

(Please list activities on lines below) 
 

 

 

 

 

Activities All Voters 
All Party 

Voters Latinos 
African 

Americans 

Organized door-to-door canvassing     

Organized campaign events (rallies, forums, etc)     

Arranged fundraising activities     

Sent mailings to voters     

Distributed campaign literature     

Organized telephone campaigns     

Purchased billboard space     

Distributed posters or lawn signs     

Contributed money to campaigns     

Conducted voter registration drives     

Utilized public opinion surveys     

Dealt with campaign media (press releases, radio/TV, 
etc.) 

    

Helped to construct or maintain campaign Web site     

Create/produce/finance ads, commercials, or campaign 
literature in Spanish 

    



 

 198 

 
3) Interest groups such as labor unions, faith-based communities, and neighborhood 

associations are increasingly active in campaign efforts, sometimes working closely with 
political parties. Was this true in your county during the 2008 Election? Please place an 
“X” in the box that corresponds to interest groups and local organizations that were 
active in reaching voters in your county, and the extent to which these groups 
worked with your party.  
 

Interest Groups or Organizations 
All 
Voters 

All Party 
Voters Latinos 

African 
Americans 

Church/Religious Groups         

Labor or Union Organizations         

Community and Neighborhood Associations          

Business Associations         

Latino/Hispanic Organizations     
 
 

4) Which interest groups were most important to reaching or persuading Latino voters? 
(Please list groups on the lines below) 
 

 

 

 

 
 

5) Did a Latino candidate during the 2008 Election run for a county or local office under 
your party banner? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
 

6) Did an African American candidate during the 2008 Election run for a county or local 
office under your party banner? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
7) Does your organization employ full-time staff (including your position)? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
If yes, how many? _______________ 

 
8) Does your organization employ part-time staff (including your position)? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

 
If yes, how many? _______________ 
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9) How much staff (both full- and part-time) did your party’s presidential campaign 

provide? _____________ 
 

10) Did you receive resources (money, posters/signs, staff, etc.) from the party’s presidential 
campaign organizational to specifically reach Latino voters? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
 
If yes, what did you receive? Did you find these resources effective in reaching 
Latino voters? 
 

 

 

 

 
 

11) What barriers, if any, exist in getting Latinos to vote in your community? 
 

 

 

 

 
 

12) What is your position within your local political party? 
a. Chair 
b. Staff 

 
How long have you worked for your local party? _____________ 
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APPENDIX B  
 

Survey Distribution By Respondent Characteristics 
Party Percent 
Republican 39 
Democrat 61 
Latino Population 
0-5% 26 
6-10% 16 
11-15% 10 
16-20% 11 
21-25% 6 
26-30% 5 
31-50% 18 
51-% 9 
Support for Democratic Candidate % of Counties (2008 / 2004) 
Under 50% 69 / 82 
50%-59% 18 / 12 
Over 60% 14 / 6 
Electoral Designation  
Non-Swing State 76 
Swing State 24 

 

 


