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Preface 
 

The landscape of our nation has changed.  Since 1990, when the White House Initiative on Educational 

Excellence for Hispanics (Initiative) was created, the number of Hispanics living in the U.S. has more 

than doubled.  With a population of 54 million, Hispanics now make up the largest ethnic minority in the 

country. Currently, Hispanic girls and women are one in five females in the U.S. and will comprise nearly 

one-third of the country’s female population by 2060.  Ensuring they are positioned for success is a 

fundamental responsibility and an important economic opportunity for the country.  Recognizing that 

when women succeed America succeeds, the Obama Administration has made significant strides to 

ensure women and girls achieve their full potential.  This includes creating the White House Council on 

Women and Girls
i
 (Council), whose focus is to have every federal department and agency work together 

to improve the lives of women and girls.  The Initiative sought to complement the Council’s efforts by 

highlighting not only who Latinas are but also how they are participating in every facet of our country’s 

framework.  This report provides an important snapshot of Latina participation in key areas, such as 

education, health, labor, the economy and others, which can inform future policy and investments aimed 

at closing opportunity gaps. 

 

This year also marks the Initiative’s 25th anniversary.  To celebrate this historic milestone, we launched 

the Anniversary Year of Action: Fulfilling America’s Future” seeking to highlight and leverage public- 

and private-sector commitments to action that invest in quality education programs and strategies to 

ensure education attainment and outcomes for the nation’s Hispanic community.  As we work collectively 

to expand educational opportunities, from cradle-to-career, for Hispanics of all ages, let us remember that 

investing in our Hispanic girls and women is critical to ensuring the country’s economic vitality and 

global competitiveness. 

 

Alejandra Ceja 

Executive Director 

White House Initiative on Educational Excellence for Hispanics 

 

Disclaimer: 

The terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are used interchangeably throughout this report, although they have 

distinctive demographic and cultural meanings.  The term “Latina” is the feminine form of “Hispanic” 

and “Latino.”  

                                                        
i
 https://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/cwg 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/cwg
https://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/cwg
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Executive Summary 
 

 One in five women in the U.S. is a Latina.  One in four female students in public schools across 

the nation is a Latina. It is projected that by 2060, Latinas will form nearly a third of the female 

population of the nation.  Thus, the future of the nation is very much tied to the future of Latinas.  

 

Latinas are making progress, and in some cases, extraordinary progress.  In the decade between 

2003 and 2013, Latinas raised their high school graduation rate by 15 percentage points — an amazing 

leap.  They have been steadily increasing in college degree attainment by about .5 percentage points each 

year, and over the last decade they have raised their representation between 30 and 40 percent in teaching, 

law, medicine, and management professions.  Latina-owned businesses are also growing at a faster rate 

than all women-owned businesses and accounted for more than $71 billion in receipts in 2014.  In spite of 

a myriad of barriers, Latinas have made significant progress over the last decade, yet they are not all 

faring as well as they must if they are to be able to realize their aspirations and make important 

contributions to the society and the economy. 

 

As a group, Latinas begin school significantly behind other females, and without adequate 

resources and supports they are never able to catch up to their peers.  Latinas graduate from high school at 

lower rates than any major subgroup; more than one in five has not completed high school by age 29.  

Latinas are also the least likely of all women
ii
 to complete a college degree, at just 19 percent compared to 

nearly 44 percent of white women.
iii
 

 

 Many of the barriers that hold Latinas back are related to poverty.  One-fourth of Latinas live 

below the poverty line and more than half are living in near poverty.  This sometimes makes high school 

graduation challenging (due to competing work and family demands), higher education difficult to access, 

and student debt impossible to sustain.  Low levels of education lead to lack of opportunity in the job 

market, where Latinas make only 55 cents for every dollar earned by white males.  

 

Latinas also have the least access to health care of any group of women.  In 2011, 37 percent of 

Latinas were uninsured compared to just 14 percent of white women.  The situation is even more severe 

for immigrant women.  Lack of access to health care for self and family leads to chronic conditions that 

cause absences from both work and school, often resulting in job loss or school failure.  

 

Despite some progress, too many Latinas are being left behind.  The Obama Administration has 

been actively involved
iv
 in addressing many of the barriers these women and girls face, but much is left to 

be done if Latinas are to make the important contributions they are capable of to help the nation move 

forward. 

 

                                                        
ii
 Here “all women” refers to all women reported as a group.  To the extent possible, this report includes 

comparisons to Asian, black, and white women where available.  Because American Indian/Alaska Native, and other 

small groups of women are often not reported due to very small numbers (and hence diminished reliability), this 

report does not include this or other subgroups. 
iii

 These statistics are reported by the National Center for Education Statistics for Latinas 25-29 years of age in 2013.  

The U.S. Department of Labor cites different numbers for Latinas 25-34 years of age (all civilian 

noninstitutionalized) in 2014: 14.5 percent with bachelor’s degrees compared to 37 percent of all women.   
iv
 Visit: 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/obama_administration_record_for_women_and_girls.pdf 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/obama_administration_record_for_women_and_girls.pdf
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Introduction 

WHY FOCUS ON LATINAS? 
 

 Recently, the popular press has focused a great deal on the educational gaps between men and 

women, especially men and women of color, and has suggested that, with respect to educational 

attainment, men are faring more poorly than women.  In fact, Latinas are graduating from high school at 

higher rates than their male counterparts, and 60 percent of bachelor’s degrees earned by Latino/as go to 

women.
1
  Moreover, Latinas have made significant progress in a number of areas of education and well-

being over the last decade. 

  

So why focus a report on the status of Latinas?  Although Hispanic females are outperforming 

Hispanic males educationally, they are still earning less than their brothers in the labor market.  And, they 

still have the lowest high school graduation and some of the lowest college completion rates of all women 

and are more likely to be living in poverty and as single heads of households than both white and Asian 

women.  Importantly, Latinas are the linchpin of the next generation.  Few things better predict a child’s 

educational outcomes than the education of his or her mother.
2
  If we are to interrupt the cycle of 

disproportionate under-education and poverty among the Latino population, it is critical that we raise the 

education levels and living and working conditions of Latinas today. 
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Demographics 

 
One in five women in the U.S. is a Latina.  One in four female students in public schools across 

the nation is a Latina.  Latinas live in every state, and 17 states now have a kindergarten population that is 

at least 20 percent Latina.  In 2000, only eight states had that many Latinos in their classrooms.
3
  The 

numbers of Latinas alone — more than 26 million — make them a critically important group, and it is 

projected that by 2060 they will form nearly a third of the female population of the nation.
4
  In spite of  

myriad barriers, Latinas have made significant progress over the last decade, yet not all are faring as well 

as they must if they are to be able to realize their aspirations and continue to make important contributions 

to society and the economy.  In fact, Latinas are central to the future of the United States, and they bring 

considerable assets to the nation as well, including a rich cultural heritage and, in many cases, an 

additional major world language.  Hispanics are often cited for having a strong work ethic and deep 

loyalty to family,
5
 characteristics that are celebrated by U.S. society.  This report charts the progress made 

and sets forth the challenges needed to bring Latinas into the nation’s social and economic mainstream. 

 

 Latinos are a young population compared to non-Hispanic whites, thus their school-age 

proportions are much larger than their proportion in the overall population.  For example, although 

Latinas today form 17 percent of the female adult population in Texas, New Mexico, and California, they 

are now more than 50 percent of the total female school-age population in those states.
6
  How they fare in 

the education system is closely related to how they will fare in the economy and in civil society, with 

significant consequences for the future social and economic well-being of those states with large Latina 

populations. 
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Latinas and Diversity 
 

 Latinas are very diverse.  The three largest Hispanic subgroups are Mexican (64 percent), Puerto 

Rican (9 percent), and Central American (9 percent).  These groups together comprise more than 80 

percent of all Latinas living in the U.S.  All of these groups tend to be low-income and have lower levels 

of education than the population as a whole, whereas the smaller percentages of Cubans (4 percent) and 

South Americans (6 percent), for example, tend to have higher median incomes and higher levels of 

education.
7
  This is important because not all Latinas are distributed equally across the country.  The 

Southwest has many more Mexican-origin Latinas, while the Southeast has proportionately more Cuban 

and South American-origin Latinas.  The Northeast is more heavily Puerto Rican and Dominican (3 

percent), and the Midwest has larger proportions of Mexicans and Puerto Ricans. While all share the same 

Spanish language and many cultural commonalities, their immigration patterns have varied greatly both 

with respect to when they came to the U.S. and under what conditions.
8
 Thus, it is clear that not all 

Latinas share the same experiences or have the same needs.  Nonetheless, given the high percentage of 

Latinas that come from economically disadvantaged subgroups, as a whole they continue to fare worse 

economically and educationally than most members of U.S. society. 
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Latinas and Education 
 

 Educational conditions and achievement.  Education is the foundation upon which all other 

aspects of personal and economic well-being are built.  People with more education generally have better 

jobs that pay more and are more likely to include benefits, such as health insurance and retirement plans.  

They are more likely to live in neighborhoods with better schools that help prepare their children for 

college and careers.  People who are better educated also indulge less frequently in negative health 

behaviors, like smoking, and have access to better nutritional choices that lead to better health outcomes.  

Additionally, they have more personal options for recreation and leisure, vote at higher rates, and 

volunteer more in their communities.
9
  Yet, although Latinas’ parents have high aspirations for their 

children to attend college and become professionals, Latina youths are actually the least likely to attain a 

college degree.
10

  Much of the gap in educational achievement between Latinas and others can be traced 

to poverty and social disadvantage. 
 

 One fourth of Latinas live below the poverty line and over half are near-poverty (below 200 

percent of poverty line), that is, very low income.
11

  In 2014, in order to qualify as “poor,” a family of 

four had to be living on less than $24,000 per year.  In some major cities in the U.S., that barely covers 

the cost of a two-bedroom apartment and utilities.  Nutritious food, transportation, childcare, clothing, 

medicine, and healthcare simply do not fit into such a stretched budget, let alone allow for the purchase of 

books and educational materials.  Latino/a children are also the least likely of all major ethnic and racial 

groups to attend preschool.
12

  Due to these combined factors, many poor Latino/a children begin school 

with pre-academic skills that are lower than their non-Hispanic classmates.  In other words, they are less 

likely to know their numbers and letters when beginning kindergarten.
13

 

 

About half of all Latinas will enter school speaking Spanish as their first language.  Instead of 

recognizing their native language skills as an asset to build on, they are often placed in remedial programs 

that track them into lower-level curricula and slow their academic progress.
14

  While other children are 

learning the regular curriculum, many young Latinas who are still learning English must simultaneously 

overcome the initial disadvantages of poverty, lack of preschool, and the challenge of learning a new 

language and culture while simultaneously trying to catch up with their native English-speaking peers.  

Instead of building literacy skills in English and in their home language, this potential asset is often 

ignored. Without adequate resources and supports, Latinas who are English learners lag behind their 

English-speaking peers in both English proficiency and academic content at every stage of the education 

system.
15

 

 

In 2012, 63 percent of Latino three- and four-year-olds did not attend preschool compared to 51 

percent of both white and black children.
16

  Moreover, research has shown that low-income children are 

significantly less likely to attend preschools that have been evaluated as being high quality than middle-

class children.
17

  Some have dismissed the preschool attendance gap, attributing it to cultural differences 

and arguing that Latina mothers are more reluctant than others to enroll their children in day care or 

preschool programs.  However, research has shown that the difference in attendance is more likely due to 

the lack of affordable programs in Latino neighborhoods and of preschool staff who can communicate 

with Latino children and their families.
18

 

 

Latinas are dramatically more likely to live in high-poverty and segregated elementary and 

secondary schools than other girls and women, with the exception of black females.  For example, 38 

percent of Latinas were attending high-poverty schools in 2011 compared to just 6 percent of white 

females.  The reverse was true for low-poverty schools, in which 33 percent of white females were 

enrolled, compared to only 13 percent of Latinas.
19

  High-poverty schools have many more challenges 

and far fewer resources to meet those challenges.  They are also significantly more likely to have 

inadequate facilities, a lack of high-level curricula, under qualified teachers with less experience, more 
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behavior problems, lower expectations for students, and both students and school personnel who rapidly 

come and go than their low-poverty counterparts.
20

  One recent study demonstrated that students who 

attended high-poverty high schools and wanted to go to college were very likely to attend high-poverty 

community colleges where they were routinely enrolled in non-credit, remedial courses that decreased 

their chances of ever completing a degree.
21

 
 

 High school graduation.  Latinas have made major progress in closing the high school 

graduation gap over the last few years, increasing their graduation rate in the decade between 2003 and 

2013 by more than 14 percentage points.  This is far greater progress than for any other group of women.  

However, in 2013 more than one in five Latinas between 25 and 29 years of age had not graduated from 

high school.  This compares with less than one in 12 women not graduating from high school for all other 

ethnic groups.
22

  A 2010 study by the National Conference on State Legislatures found that 36 percent of 

Latinas who dropped out of high school claimed they did so as a result of a pregnancy.
 23

  This was 6 

percent higher than for all other female dropouts. 

 

College completion.  Latinas have also made progress in gaining associate degrees or higher. In 

the decade between 2003 and 2013, Latinas increased their rate of associate degree completion by more 

than 8 percentage points and of bachelor’s degree completion by more than 6 percentage points, which is 

similar to the gains made by their other female peers.  Yet, Latinas’ degree completion gap, as compared 

to their peers, has not narrowed substantially and remains large.  Although Latinas are going to college in 

record numbers, they are significantly less likely to actually complete a degree compared to all other 

major groups: in 2013, almost 19 percent of Latinas between 25 and 29 years of age had completed a 

degree compared to 23 percent of African American women, 44 percent of white women, and 64 percent 

of Asian women.
24

 

 

Analyses of the U.S. Department of Education’s Educational Longitudinal Study
v
 data showed 

that among those women who went to college, only 39 percent of Latinas went first to four-year colleges, 

compared to 50 percent of black, 60 percent of white, and 67 percent of Asian women. 
25

 Enrolling in a 

two-year college, where one must transfer to earn a bachelor’s degree, reduces the chances of getting a 

degree.
26

  However, since most college-bound Latinas attend these two-year institutions, they are critical 

to providing support and assistance for degree continuation and completion.  In one survey, the most 

important reasons noted by Hispanics for not continuing their education were lack of affordability and the 

need to help support their families.
27

 
 

 Graduate degrees.  Latinas have the lowest percentage of graduate degrees compared to all 

women of other non-Hispanic racial groups combined.  In 2013, just 4 percent of Latinas had completed a 

master’s degree or higher by age 29 compared to nearly 5 percent of black, 11 percent of white, and 22 

percent of Asian women.
28

  A decade earlier, less than 2 percent of Latinas held a graduate degree, so this 

represents more than a doubling of graduate degree holders.  However, as with bachelor’s degrees, this 

progress has not been sufficient to close the significant education gaps between Latinas and other women.  
 

Latinas and student debt.  Latinas and their families are more reluctant to take on education debt 

than other groups, likely related to the fact that they disproportionately come from low-income 

backgrounds and often have little experience with banking.
29

  A recent analysis of U.S. Department of 

Education sample data
30

 showed that the average amount of student debt accumulated by age 26 for 

Latinas who had gone to college was approximately $22,000 in 2012, which was somewhat less than the 

                                                        
v
 These data were first collected in 2002 on a sample of almost 16,000 10

th
 grade students from across the country, 

and their parents.  The Latino sample was 15 percent of the total, and data have been collected on these same 

students at intervals including in 2006 and in 2012, when their average age was 26. 
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average for all other women.  This lower debt reflects the fact that Latinas are significantly more likely to 

go to low-cost, two-year colleges than other women, where they are much less likely to complete a 

college degree, lowering their long-term earning potential.
31

 Student debt tends to align with educational 

attainment, as black women reported about $25,000 worth of debt, white women $31,000 and Asian 

women, who had attained the highest level of education, $48,000.
32

 Nonetheless, beginning one’s 

professional life with even $22,000 of debt before ever getting a paycheck, and with lesser prospects for 

earnings, can be daunting and discourage a young woman from continuing her education. 
 

 Non-STEM vs STEM degrees.  Latinas are less likely to get a degree in a science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) area than other women. Just 3.5 percent of bachelor’s degrees 

awarded in STEM fields in the U.S. in 2010 went to Latinas. And only 17 percent of all bachelor’s 

degrees awarded to Latinas in 2010 were in a STEM field compared to 20 percent for black women, 23 

percent for white women, and 33 percent for Asian women.
 33

 

 

Bilingualism and postsecondary education.  Recent research has shown that Latinas from 

immigrant families who maintain their Spanish at high levels (balanced bilinguals) are more likely to go 

to college, and especially to four-year colleges, than those who lose their primary language.
34

 

 

Summary 
 

Poverty is perhaps the largest impediment to greater Latina education success because it is related 

to significant barriers that young Latinas face in schooling.  Although a large gap still remains, Latinas 

have made significant strides in the last decade in high school completion and college attendance rates.  

This is reason for celebration and suggests that the next big goal — substantially raising the Latina 

college completion rate — is attainable.  The percentage of Latinas completing a two- and four-year 

college degree has also risen significantly over the last decade, but the completion gap between Latinas 

and women from non-Hispanic racial groups has remained wide.  If Latinas are to realize their potential 

and gain a stronger foothold in the economy, it is critical that they increase their education levels and 

approach this goal with urgency.  Given that many Latinas come from low-income backgrounds, reducing 

the need to incur significant debt in order to go to and complete college must be one strategy to increase 

degree completion.  Other research-based strategies to improve educational outcomes for Latinas include 

providing high-quality preschool and childcare; providing Latinas with more Latino/a teachers and 

counselors, especially individuals who can communicate effectively with parents and families; providing 

Latinas with access to rigorous academic programs, particularly in STEM areas; and helping them to 

build on their home language so that they become fluently bilingual and biliterate where possible.
35
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Latinas and Labor-Force Participation and Earnings 
 

 In 2011, Latinas working full-time, year round, earned only 56 cents for every dollar earned 

by white, non-Hispanic men.  They also earned about 7 cents less per dollar than their Hispanic, 

male counterparts.
36

  Sixteen percent of Latinas worked full-time in 2011 but earned wages that put 

them below the poverty line compared to 8 percent of white women.
37

 

 

 In the decade between 2004 and 2014, Latinas overall made greater progress in earnings than all 

other women.  In 2004, Latinas earned just 70 cents for every dollar earned by all full-time female 

workers.  By 2014 they had improved their earnings to 78 cents for every dollar earned by all women.  In 

fact, Latinas as a group have fared better in wage earnings over the last decade than other women.  

However, young Latinas between 20 and 24 years of age at the end of the Great Recession in 2009 

actually lost ground economically, earning 7 percent less in 2014 than Latinas in their age bracket earned 

in 2004.
38

  This is of particular concern as this cohort of young women just entering the labor market 

during the Great Recession could continue to fall behind as they move up the employment ladder. 

 

 In spite of good progress, Latinas earn significantly less yearly than the average for all women at 

every level of education, from an average difference of about $1,000 less than the average of all women 

with a high school diploma to a difference of approximately $1,800 less than the average for all women 

with a bachelor’s degree in 2010.
39

  The gap was even greater for Latinas with STEM degrees, who 

earned $7,500 less than the average earned by all other women in a STEM field in 2010.
40

  Moreover, at 

every level of education, Latinas earn less than Latino males.  For example, Latinas who were working 

full-time, year round with a bachelor’s degree in 2011 earned $7,900 less per year than their male 

counterparts
41

 — about a 16 percent wage advantage for Hispanic males. 

 

 Latinas are more likely than other women to be involuntary part-time workers because of an 

inability to secure full-time employment.  In 2004, only 4.5 percent of Latinas were involuntary part-time 

workers compared to just 2.2 percent of all women 25 years of age and older.  However, in 2014 Latinas 

still have not recovered from the Great Recession of 2009 and remain worse off than other women.  

Today, 7.5 percent of Latinas are involuntary part-time workers compared to just 4 percent of all 

women.
42

 

 

 Latinas with higher levels of education are more likely to be in the labor force.  Only 42 percent 

of Latinas 25 to 34 years of age with less than a high school diploma were employed in the labor force in 

2010.  However, at each subsequent level of education Latinas’ labor force participation increased, 

culminating at up to 79 percent for those with at least a college degree.
43

  Thus, lower education levels not 

only signal lower earnings, but are also associated with much less opportunity to be in the labor market at 

all. 

 

 Latinas are less likely to be employed in the public sector than other women.  As compared to 

private-sector jobs, these jobs are generally more likely to pay a living wage and include benefits.  For 

example, in 2011, white women (representing 70 percent of the female workforce) accounted for 42 

percent of the total public-sector workforce and black women (representing 12 percent) accounted for 8.2 

percent, but Latinas held just 6.2 percent of these public-sector jobs despite representing 13 percent of the 

female workforce.  Local and state governments have used public-sector jobs as a way of equalizing 

opportunity, and to a great advantage, as public-sector employees are, on average, better educated than 

employees in the private sector. 
44

 

 

Latinas are less likely to be in unionized jobs than other women.  Only 10.1 percent of Latinas 

were in unionized jobs in 2014 compared to 11.7 percent of all women, and this percentage has been 

declining steadily over the years.  In 2004, 11.4 percent of Latinas were in unionized jobs compared to 
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12.4 percent of all women.  The decline in unionized jobs has been linked to the increasing disparity in 

incomes in the U.S.
45

 

 

 One recent study of U.S. Census data found that Latinas who are bilingual participate in the labor 

force more than Latinas who are monolingual English speakers.
46

  There can be many reasons for this, but 

the fact that bilingual women are more gainfully employed increases their independence. 

 

Summary 
 

Education level is the best predictor of Latinas’ placement in the labor market and their ability to earn a 

living wage, thus, education is the single most important intervention to improve on these women’s labor 

market experiences.  However, it is notable that Latino males, as well as other males, earn more than 

Latinas even when Latinas have more education, so increasing education is no guarantee in itself of 

closing earnings gaps with males.  Clearly, policies that ensure that Latinas are paid equitably with their 

male counterparts are needed, and the signing of the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act in 2009, which 

increased the opportunity for women to file claims for pay discrimination, was an important first step.  

Beyond that, raising the minimum wage significantly could help lower-income Latinas support their 

families and provide greater educational opportunities for their children.  Additionally, increasing 

Latinas’ attainment of both unionized and public-sector jobs can offer greater opportunities and a greater 

likelihood of staying out of poverty.  But, in order to be able to take advantage of any work opportunity, 

women with children also need secure and affordable childcare, something that is in particularly short 

supply for Latinas. 
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Latinas in the Professions47 
 

 At the upper end of the employment ladder are the professions.  These are positions that require 

specialized knowledge and long and extensive educational preparation.  Law, medicine, business 

administration (MBA’s), and teaching are the prototype professions.  These jobs are generally — though 

not always — well compensated, and individuals who hold these positions form the national leadership.  

Women in the professions not only earn more money, they have greater control over their work lives and 

are often tapped for positions that allow them to create policies that can benefit all women and, indeed, all 

people.  Latinas are making some strides in the professions but remain seriously underrepresented 

in all professions. 

 

Traditionally, the most accessible entry into the professions for minority communities has been 

through teaching.
48

  However, while it is imperative that the Latino community is provided with skilled, 

well-trained teachers, especially those who can communicate with Spanish-speaking parents and students, 

Latina/os are under-represented in the field of teaching.  While women comprised about 80 percent of the 

elementary and middle school teaching force, and Latinas comprised a similar percentage of the Hispanic 

teaching force at this grade level, in 2014 only 8.7 percent of all female teachers were Latinas, up from 

6.4 percent in 2004. 

 

 Women comprise one-third of all lawyers in the country, yet Latinas remain seriously 

underrepresented at 6.7 percent of female lawyers, far below their proportion of the population.  Black 

women comprise 9.7 percent and Asian women comprise 5.7 percent of female lawyers.  However, both 

black and Hispanic women increased their participation by about one-third in the decade between 2004 

and 2014. 

 

 With respect to doctors, women make up about 37 percent of all physicians.  Just 7.8 percent of 

female physicians are black, a drop of almost 3 percentage points over the decade, 22.5 percent are Asian, 

and just 7.5 percent of all female physicians are Latinas.  Yet this represents a 40 percent increase in 

Latina medical doctors over the past decade from 2004 to 2014, greater growth than for any other group 

of women. 

 

 Tenured professorships in colleges and universities are among the least integrated professions and 

an area in which Latinas have made only tentative inroads.  Less than one-third of all tenured full 

professors are women, and among these women only a little more than 4 percent (4.4) were Latinas in 

2011.  Almost 8 percent (7.7) were black, and almost 7 percent (6.8) were Asian American, with white 

women comprising 74 percent of female professors.
49

  Research has shown that Latino/a faculty members 

contribute to a positive campus climate for Latina students and that more supportive climates are related 

to better retention and graduation rates for these students.
50

  Thus, evidence suggests that increasing the 

representation of Latinas in the professoriate could have an important impact on the college graduation 

rate of Latina students.
51

 

 

 Women were only 38 percent of all managerial professionals in 2014 and here, as well as in all 

other professions, the overwhelming majority of these women were white.  Latinas grew from 6.3 percent 

of all female managers in 2004 to 9.5 percent in 2014, about a 30 percent increase.  This represented a 

larger increase than for all other women.  By comparison, 8.7 percent of female managers were black and 

5.7 percent were Asian in 2014.  This is an area of employment in which Latinas appear to be making the 

greatest inroads. 

 

 At the top of the managerial ladder are Chief Executive Officers (CEOs), and only about one-

fourth of CEOs were women in 2014.  This is also an area with very slow growth for all women — from 

23 percent in 2004 to 26 percent in 2014.  Eighty-eight percent of all female CEOs were white in 2014, a 
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decline of two percent over the decade.  In 2014, only 4.3 percent of all female CEOs were Latina, 

compared to 5.4 percent that were black and 3.6 percent that were Asian.  Similarly, in 2013 Latinas held 

less than 1 percent (.68) of boardroom seats at Fortune 500 companies, and this has not improved since 

2007.
52

 

 

Summary 
 

As noted, leadership positions are filled, for the most part; from within the ranks of professionals, and for 

this reason, it is critical that Latinas find their way into the ranks of professional occupations.  They 

appear to have made the most progress over the last decade in medicine and management positions, more 

progress, in fact, than other women, and they have made steady progress in law, business, and teaching.  

However, they remain seriously underrepresented in all professions and are barely present at the level of 

CEO or members of controlling boards of major companies.  There appears to be a glass ceiling for all 

women at this top level, and this is especially true for Latinas.  The appointment of Supreme Court Justice 

Sonia Sotomayor is a major inspiration for all Latinas.  Similar appointments in fields and positions of 

leadership, in both public and private sectors, are likely to signal to Latinas that there is room at the top 

for them, too. 
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Latinas and Small Business 

 
 Small business growth is one of the bright stories for the Latina population, demonstrating the 

strong entrepreneurial spirit among Hispanic women.  Latinas own more than one million U.S. 

businesses, and one in 10 of all women-owned firms in the U.S. is owned by a Latina.  Latina-owned 

businesses are also growing at a much faster rate (over 200 percent) than businesses for all women (32 

percent) between 1997 and 2014.  Over the past 17 years, the number of Latina-owned firms has more 

than tripled, employment has risen 85 percent and revenues have more than doubled (106 percent) — in 

comparison with 68 percent firm growth among all women-owned firms, 11 percent employment growth 

among all women-owned firms, and 72 percent revenue growth among all women-owned firms.  In 2014, 

Latina businesses employed over 400,000 people and contributed over $71 billion to the economy.
53

 

Thus, Latinas are indeed an economic force in this country.  

 

Summary 

 
Business is an area of strength for Latinas; they are better represented in small businesses than in 

the professions, and their growth was more than double the growth of female-owned businesses in general 

in the period from 1997 to 2014.  However, Latinas need greater resources to grow their businesses. The 

National Women’s Business Council reported in 2007 that more than 90 percent of Latina-owned 

businesses were one-woman operations. 
54
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Latinas and Housing 
 

 For low-income, Latina-headed families, housing is usually their largest single expenditure, 

placing enormous burdens on very tightly stretched budgets.  Half of Latino children are living in 

homes with a high housing cost burden,
55

 that is, their families are spending more than 30 percent of their 

income on housing costs.  Subsidized housing can be an important intervention to help low-income 

families find reasonable shelter.  Western Europe has an average of about 20 percent of its population 

living in “social housing,” that is, government-subsidized housing.
56

  By comparison, the United States 

has a particularly meager public-housing program, incorporating only about 5 percent of households
57

 (in 

spite of the fact that about 20 percent of the population is living in poverty and housing costs are an 

overwhelming financial burden).  Only one in four people eligible for subsidized housing was able to 

access it in 2010 because of very low income.
58

  Among females in the various public-housing programs 

provided by the federal government in the U.S., only 17 percent are Latina, compared to 33 percent white, 

46 percent black, and 3 percent Asian-Pacific Islander. 
 

Summary 

 
The small share of housing programs is insufficient to provide support for the great majority of 

Latinas in need of housing assistance.  The shortage of adequate housing for these women results in 

doubling up with extended and other families in very small spaces.  Among other problems, it provides 

little privacy or space for children to do homework or read — essentials for students to succeed in school. 
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Latinas as Single Heads of Households 

 
 Being a single parent presents significant challenges for all women, and more than half (53 

percent) of all births to Latinas in 2013 were to unmarried women.  This compares to 73 percent for 

black women, 29 percent for white women, and 17 percent for Asian women.
59

  While Latinas are second 

to black women with respect to percent of all births that occur outside of marriage, the rate of unmarried 

births to Latinas has grown more steeply than for other women.  In 1990, 37 percent, or a little more than 

one-third of Latina births, were to unmarried women; however, this rose to more than half of all births by 

2013.  This is reason for concern because unmarried mothers are significantly more likely to be low-

income and have lower education levels than their married counterparts.
60

  Coupled with inadequate 

childcare, these factors exacerbate the challenges of parenting and decrease social mobility for Latinas. 

 

Nearly 50 percent of all children of Latina single mothers are living in poverty, which is 

significantly higher than for white (35 percent) or Asian (29 percent) children of single mothers.  Poverty 

conditions are challenging for all children, and the lack of adequate childcare and the money to pay for it 

place Latinas in a difficult situation; too often they must choose between working to support their children 

and having their children safely cared for.
61

 

 

Only 28 percent of Latino children between ages 3 and 5 who were living in poverty 

attended nursery school or preschool in 2011, compared to 38 percent of black and 33 percent of white 

children in poverty.
62

 Even Latino children living above the poverty line, however, are less likely to 

attend nursery or preschool than any other population group.
63

  This lack of childcare and early education 

support can negatively affect Latina mothers’ ability to seek full-time employment, and can result in them 

losing their jobs because of competing child care needs. 

 

 Although the rate of births to teen mothers has dropped significantly over the last decade, Latina 

teens are more than twice as likely as white teens to become parents — at 83.5 births per 1,000 

compared to 37.8 births for white women.  Latinas are no more likely to be sexually active than any other 

women, but they are much less likely to use contraception.
64

  The ability to envision a future with real 

opportunities may be an important factor in preventing early pregnancy.  Young women who see 

themselves headed for college and a career are much less likely to participate in early childbearing than 

those without a specific goal.
65

 

 

Summary 

 
Being a female single parent or single head of household places women in general at risk for a 

host of negative outcomes, including lower education and increased poverty.  The children of single-

parent households are also at greater risk for falling into poverty themselves once they grow up, creating a 

cycle of poverty.  Providing opportunities to increase education for these women and access to high-

quality childcare and decent housing are strategies that other developed nations use to address this 

situation.  Latinas in the U.S. would be major beneficiaries of such policies. 
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Latinas and Health 
 

 Latinas routinely have the highest uninsured rates of any group in the U.S.  They are almost 

three times as likely as white women to be uninsured.  In 2011, 37 percent of Latinas were uninsured 

compared to 14 percent of white women.
66

  Latinas tend to be employed in sectors that do not provide 

health insurance.  For example, only 38 percent of employed Latinas had employer-based healthcare, 

compared to 45 percent of black, 58 percent of Asian, and 61 percent of white women in 2011.
67

 Thus, 

Latinas are disproportionately affected by efforts to expand health insurance to low income populations. 

 

 Latinas are less likely to have had timely dental care.  In 2010, only 52 percent of Latinas 18 

years and older had seen a dentist within the prior year, while 68 percent of white women had been to the 

dentist during the same time period.  Dental problems also contribute to other health problems and loss of 

work time.
68

  Lack of access to dental care is related to cost, lack of dental insurance, and lack of 

availability of dentists to serve low-income patients.  

 

Latinas are more likely to be overweight or obese than either white or Asian women.  Sixty-two 

percent of Latinas are overweight or obese compared to 49 percent of white and 28 percent of Asian 

women 18 years and older.
69

  Being overweight is also associated with some chronic diseases, such as 

diabetes, and is often associated with poor dietary habits. 

 

Mexican-origin women are especially at risk of diabetes.  They demonstrate significantly higher 

rates than other Latinas; 10.7 percent of Mexican origin women versus 9 percent of black, 5.5 percent of 

Asian, and 5.4 percent of white women suffer from diabetes, a disease that requires consistent monitoring 

by medical professionals.  Yet Latinas, and particularly those of Mexican origin, are least likely of all 

women to have access to medical care. 

 

 One third of Latino children (34.5 percent) suffer food insecurity.
70

  This means either that there 

is insufficient food for normal dietary needs or that the family must go without meeting another basic 

need in order to buy food.  Moreover, Latino neighborhoods have one-third the number of fresh grocery 

stores as white communities, meaning that it is difficult for many Latinas to purchase nutritious food for 

their families, even when they have the money to do so.
71

  Combined, these facts lead to poor diets, often 

of packaged and fast foods that provide poor nutrition and increase the chance of obesity. 

 

Latinas are less likely to join sports teams and are less likely to have access to parks for 

recreational purposes.  Exercise is the other part of the healthy-lifestyle equation.  Both a good diet and 

sufficient exercise are necessary to avoid obesity and other health problems.  Only about 45 percent of 

Latina high school students played on at least one sports team in 2011 compared to 57 percent of white 

young women.
72

  Studies have shown that cost, lack of transportation, and language issues can impede 

participation in sports teams.  One recent study showed that 80 percent of Latino neighborhoods lack any 

recreational facilities compared to just 38 percent of white neighborhoods.
73

 

 

Summary 

 
Many of the health risks within the Latina population are addressable through proven health 

policy initiatives.  Lack of fresh food markets and dependence on high-calorie fast foods appear to be 

related to an increase in obesity and diabetes and the decline in health of the Latina population as the 

immigrant generation acculturates to American tastes and habits.  Initiatives that support greater access to 

fresh food markets, community gardens and farmers’ markets are all recommendations by health 

professionals that can be acted on by local government.  Encouraging young Latinas to engage in sports 

teams during school hours, when they are most available, is another initiative that can be relatively easily 
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implemented by school personnel with facilities that allow young women to safely participate.  However, 

of all of the health concerns of Latinas, access to health care is perhaps the most immediate and most 

remediable via policy.  The Affordable Care Act brought an estimated 1.8 million Latinas under the 

umbrella of health insurance.  This has the potential to positively affect Latinas and their families in 

multiple ways.  Expansion of Medicaid could bring even more under this umbrella. 
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Latinas and Political Participation 
 

A key avenue for increasing the status of Latinas in education and the workforce and creating better living 

conditions for this population is through political representation.  Between the presidential elections of 

2000 and 2012, the Latina share of female voters increased from 5.5 percent to 8.3 percent, or by nearly 6 

million voters,
74

 indicating the extent to which Latinas are a force in electoral politics.
75

 

 

Latinas, however, are not yet making their voices heard in proportion to their numbers.  In 2012, 64 

percent of eligible females (adult U.S. citizens) cast ballots, but only 50 percent of eligible Latinas (adult 

U.S. citizens) voted.  Thus, nearly 6 million eligible Latinas did not cast a ballot in the election either 

because they were not registered to vote or were registered but did not vote.
76

 

 

Latinas are beginning to gain significant representation in elected offices across the country.  The number 

of Latina elected officials increased by 47 percent in the decade between 2004 and 2014 to 2,099, 

including 11 percent of all females in the House of Representatives as well as 5 percent of all female state 

executive office holders and female state upper and lower house representatives.
77

  Mexicans (the largest 

percentage of Latinas) have the lowest rate of naturalization of all immigrant groups.
78

  Unfortunately, 

this fact deprives many Latinas of a voice in the policies that directly affect their lives. 

 

Summary 

 
Greater representation by Latinas in voting and in elected office could help support policies that 

would narrow the gaps between Latinas and others.  Efforts to increase political representation of Latinas 

could be enhanced considerably by providing them with more information about the benefits of 

citizenship.  Many more Latina voters could be brought to the polls if their rate of naturalization was 

increased. 
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Conclusion 

INVESTING IN LATINAS IS CRITICAL TO FULFILLING AMERICA’S FUTURE 
 

 Already a significant percentage of the total U.S. population and the majority of the youth 

population in three states, Latinos are projected to be nearly a third of the total U.S. population by 2060.
79

  

The future of the United States very much depends on the future of Latinas.  That future is being 

constructed today with the youths who will represent such a large portion of the U.S. economy. 

 

It is urgent that we increase equality of opportunity for this population now.  The National Center 

for Public Policy and Higher Education released a report in 2005 projecting that “the skills of the 

workforce and the incomes of U.S. residents (will) decline over the next two decades” if the education 

levels of the least well educated portions of the population (Latino/as and blacks) are not increased 

significantly.
80

  In fact, the same report shows that the population group that will exhibit the greatest 

growth over the next few decades is also the least well educated:  Latinas and Latinos.  In order to 

strengthen the national economy and narrow the gaps in health, labor, political participation, and civic 

engagement, it is necessary to increase the human capital of Latinas — that is, to raise their levels of 

education and developed skills. 

 

 Of the many economists who have studied the cost of poverty, virtually all have found that 

allowing significant portions of the population to exist in poverty exacts a high cost on society.
81

  It not 

only reduces the tax base but also incurs significant societal expenses, from high health care costs for 

people who must resort to expensive emergency rooms for basic health care to increased rates of 

incarceration and reliance on social services.  It is far more cost effective to educate people so that they 

may contribute to society rather than to pay the high costs associated with individuals who cannot 

adequately care for themselves and their families.  Henry Levin, with the Teachers College at Columbia 

University, and his colleagues
82

 computed the lifetime economic benefit to society for converting a Latina 

high school drop out to a high school graduate at more than $171,000 for each graduate.
vi
  That is, instead 

of being a burden on the social system, these Latinas would contribute to the national economy through 

their ability to generate greater income and reduced reliance on social services. 

                                                        
vi 

$143,000 cited by study authors (page 17 of report) based on 2005 dollars were re-computed for 2015 current 

dollars to yield $171,121.00 
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 The Hispanic Scholarship Fund commissioned Georges Vernez and Lee Mizzell of the Rand 

Corporation to conduct a study of the costs of doubling the college graduation rate for Latino students in 

the United States.  These researchers found that the costs of increasing the educational infrastructure to 

double the yield of Latino/a college graduates would be $6.5 billion in 2000 (almost $9 billion today), but 

the yield in increased tax dollars would be $13 billion (more than $17.5 billion today), double the cost of 

graduating these Latino/a students.  There would also be a cost to the students, but at every dollar level 

the researchers computed, the yield in earnings outweighed the cost of college completion.
83

  Education 

pays in many ways for both the individual and society. 

 

 In spite of myriad barriers, Latinas are making significant progress in a number of areas, starting 

with major strides in high school graduation.  We need to build on this momentum.  The cost of 

equalizing opportunity for Latinas today is far less than paying for the consequences of inequality in the 

future.  Doing so will help to fulfill the promise of this nation for all Americans. 
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