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The Role of Group
Consciousness
in Political Participation
Among Latinos in the United States
Gabriel R. Sanchez
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque

There are approximately 40 million Latinos living in the United States, which
represents 13.7% of the U.S. population. Despite the growing attention the
newly titled largest minority group has yielded, there is still a large question of
whether this community can translate demographics into political influence.
This study attempts to add to this literature by testing dominant theories of
political participation in conjunction with the concept of group consciousness
utilizing the 1999 Kaiser/Post National Survey of Latinos. Through the use of
measures for all dimensions of group consciousness across multiple Latino
subgroups, this analysis helps to clarify the role of group consciousness in
Latino political behavior. Through an examination of the relationship between
group consciousness and political participation across both voting and Latino-
specific activities, this study suggests that group consciousness is more mean-
ingful in the context of political activities that are directly tied to the Latino
community.

Keywords: group consciousness; Latino; political participation; voting;
elections; identity

Currently there are approximately 40 million Latinos living in the United
States, which represents 13.7% of the U.S. population (U.S. Bureau of

the Census, 2004). The continued flow of migration, coupled with the youn-
ger median age and higher birth rates of Latinos, has contributed to this group
being recognized as the largest minority group in the United States. It is not
just the shear magnitude of this emergence of Latinos as an influential con-
stituency but that Latinos are concentrated in several states with a tremen-
dous impact on national elections (Suro & Singer, 2002). The salience of
Latinos in American politics is reflected in the attention they have received
from the two major political parties who have both taken major steps to
increase mobilization of the Latino community (Segal, 2004) and from
scholars who have recently increased their focus on the Latino-origin popu-
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lation. Despite the growing attention the newly titled largest minority group
has yielded, there is still a large question of whether the visibility and size of
the Latino population will result in a degree of political influence that their
numbers command.

Although scholars have not ignored the question of whether the Latino
population strength will translate to political prowess, this study attempts to
add to this literature by testing dominant theories of political participation
in conjunction with the concept of group consciousness utilizing the 1999
Kaiser/Post National Survey of Latinos. This analysis makes a contribution
to our knowledge of the role of group consciousness in Latino political par-
ticipation in two important ways. First, this analysis utilizes multiple mea-
sures to capture the full range of the multidimensional concept of group con-
sciousness. And second, this is the first attempt to empirically explore the
differential impact of group consciousness across various modes of partici-
pation. Through an examination of the relationship between group con-
sciousness and political participation across both voting and Latino-specific
activities, this study suggests that group consciousness is more meaningful in
the context of political activities that are directly tied to the Latino commu-
nity. This differential impact contributes to the growing debate regarding the
relevance of group consciousness in minority political participation by sug-
gesting that group consciousness does increase Latino participation when
the political activities are directly tied to the Latino community. Recent
demographic trends provide the context for increased Latino group con-
sciousness, providing greater motivation to understand the role of group
consciousness in the political participation of this community.

Political participation is generally defined as a set of activities citizens uti-
lize to influence the structure of government, the selection of government
officials, or the policies of government (Conway, 2001). Although voting is
the most common and most analyzed political act, there are many different
methods of participating in politics. Therefore, in this study, I investigate the
impact of group consciousness on not only voting but also Latino-specific
activities (donating money and/or working for Latino candidates and attend-
ing Latino-based meetings or demonstrations). Group consciousness is
defined as instances when a group maintains a sense of affinity and group
identification with other members of the group, which leads to a collective
orientation to become more politically active (Garcia, 2003). Testing com-
peting theories of Latino political participation within one model permits
clarification of the influence group consciousness has on voting and Latino-
specific participation. Fundamentally, testing the impact of group conscious-
ness on both voting and Latino-specific political activities will uncover any
differential impact of the concept on political participation.
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Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

The study of political involvement has a long-standing and rich history in
the social sciences. Scholars have developed several theories intended to
explain why some individuals participate in American politics whereas oth-
ers do not. Within this vast literature pertaining to political participation is a
growing interest in racial/ethnic differences in political activity, particularly
those between Whites and African Americans (Conway, 2001; Leighley &
Vedilitz, 1999; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). It is my intent here to
briefly summarize the standard model of political participation that will be
tested against the group consciousness model of participation in this analy-
sis, along with several other key factors that scholars of minority political
participation have found to be pertinent to investigations of Latino political
activity.

The standard model of political participation to which I refer in this study
is composed of some of the dominant factors that have maintained support
from scholars to be significant contributors to political activity.1 These fac-
tors include socioeconomic status (SES; Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba, Nie, &
Kim, 1978) and the political attitudes or orientations (Almond & Verba,
1963; Verba et al., 1995). Verba and Nie (1972) contend that persons with
higher levels of schooling, particularly postsecondary, and those positioned
in professional or managerial positions earning above median income levels
are more likely to be politically involved. These general findings from early
proponents of the SES model have been supported by a plethora of other
studies that have found that SES, measured individually or collectively, is a
strong predictor of political participation (Kenny, 1992; Leighley, 1990;
Verba et al., 1995). Therefore, measures for education, income, and work sta-
tus are included in this analysis of Latino political participation. The study of
political involvement has also indicated that political attitudes or orientations
are also correlated with political participation. The political attitudes model
of participation holds that political efficacy, trust, and engagement affect
political involvement (Almond & Verba, 1963; Verba et al., 1995). Engage-
ment, which is typically measured by the general interest an individual has in
political affairs, has been shown to be positively correlated with political par-
ticipation and is the foundation for other political attitudes including political
efficacy, political interest, and trust (Liu, 2001; Verba et al., 1995). Given the
attention paid to political orientations in the extant research, I include mea-
sures for political interest, internal and external efficacy, and acculturation
and assimilation in this study.
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The Role of Group Consciousness in Political Participation

The group consciousness model of participation is the basis for this analy-
sis and is tested against the standard model of participation in a multivariate
model. Theories based on Verba and Nie’s (1972) application of group con-
sciousness in a larger model of participation have been used to explain politi-
cal behavior among minority groups. Group consciousness is a multidimen-
sional concept developed when members of a group recognize their status as
being part of a deprived group (Miller, Gurin, Gurin, & Malanchuk, 1981). It
is this sense of commonality and shared circumstances that encourages
groups to become involved politically, partially explaining relatively high
rates of political participation among disadvantaged groups (Olsen, 1970;
Verba & Nie, 1972). There has been literature analyzing the relationship
between group consciousness and political participation for some time
(Gurin, Miller, & Gurin, 1980; Miller et al., 1981; Olsen, 1970; Verba & Nie,
1972), but not until recently has this work moved beyond a focus on African
Americans. The early literature in this area found that when SES is con-
trolled, African Americans tend to participate at higher rates than Whites
across several modes of participation (Olsen, 1970; Verba & Nie, 1972). The
concept of group consciousness has been suggested as the explanation for
this empirical trend.

There has been some debate within the minority political behavior litera-
ture as to the impact of group consciousness on minority political participa-
tion. Research in the discipline of political science has provided evidence
that the related concepts of group consciousness, cohesion, or linked fate are
associated with increased levels of political participation (McClain & Stew-
art, 2003; Miller et al., 1981; Stokes, 2003).2 Those in this camp argue that
group consciousness involves recognizing a shared marginalized status with
others in your group and motivates individuals to act collectively to gain
access to political resources. Miller et al. (1981) find that although group
consciousness has the strongest impact on political participation for African
Americans, it is also evident for women and the poor. Furthermore, Stokes
(2003) finds that group consciousness increases Latino political participa-
tion but in varying manners across the various Latino subgroups.

Despite convincing evidence that group consciousness does motivate
political participation, others disagree. Verba et al. (1995) found that group
consciousness does not have an impact on political participation when other
factors are included within a multivariate context. In addition, Wilcox and
Gomez (1990) found that group consciousness is not a strong predictor of
participation for African Americans, whereas Leighley and Vedilitz (1999)
find that group consciousness fails to account for political engagement
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among several racial and ethnic groups. Finally, scholars of political psy-
chology have argued that disadvantaged groups often accept the status quo at
even greater levels than do dominant groups (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004;
Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Sullivan, 2003; Overbeck, Jost, Mosso, & Flizik,
2004). In fact, Jost et al. (2003) found that low-income Latinos were more
likely to trust government officials and believe that government works for the
benefit of all than were high-income Latinos. This contradicts the general
notion that group consciousness motivates collective action among minority
groups in an attempt to overcome disadvantaged status.

I believe that at least some of this debate is a result of ambiguity in mea-
surement and limited definition of participation. Previous literature on group
consciousness has indicated that group consciousness is multidimensional
with three distinct components: group identity, recognition of disadvantaged
status, and desire for collective action to overcome that status (Garcia, 2003;
Miller et al., 1981). Many studies constrain their measurement of group con-
sciousness to group identity, only one aspect of the complex concept.3 For
example, Uhlaner (1989) measured group consciousness using membership
in American ethnic or nonethnic organizations and social groups. Similarly,
Olsen (1970) focused on African Americans who had identified themselves
as members of an ethnic minority versus those who did not. Verba and Nie
(1972) used an index that summed the number of times African American
respondents referred to race in responses to several open-ended questions.
Group identification is only a measure of one dimension of consciousness.
Individuals may develop an overall sense of belonging to a group because of
economic or social circumstances; however, they may lack conscious loyalty
to the group because they do not perceive that the group lacks access to
resources when compared to other groups (Wong, Lien, & Conway, 2005). In
another example, although also constricting measurement of group con-
sciousness to one dimension, Masuoka (2004) uses a measure of perceived
Latino collective action to assess the concept.

Fortunately, there are a couple of studies that have incorporated the multi-
dimensional nature of the concept (Lien, 1994; Stokes, 2003). Although
these studies have made steps in the right direction, there remains room for
improvement. For example, the Lien (1994) piece only includes Mexicans in
the analysis. Although Mexicans are the largest Latino subgroup, a study
based on Latino group consciousness is more meaningful if it taps into the
pan-ethnic nature of the Latino population. The Stokes (2003) piece is partic-
ularly promising because of the inclusion of multiple Latino nationality
groups. However, the data used in the study (1989 Latino National Political
Survey), although containing very comprehensive group consciousness
measures, are somewhat dated. Given the huge immigration shifts in the
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1990s and migration of Latinos into new regions of the country, it is likely
that factors within the Latino community, particularly in regard to group
consciousness, have changed somewhat.

This analysis intends to shed light on this subject by testing the impact of
all dimensions of group consciousness on multiple forms of Latino political
participation with contemporary data. This advancement provides the oppor-
tunity to determine whether the influence of group consciousness on partici-
pation is greater when the political activities are directly tied to the Latino
community.

Latino Cultural Factors That Affect Political Participation

Studies of Latino political participation suggest that there are several cul-
tural factors, in addition to the standard model of participation, that must be
accounted for when analyzing the political activity of Latinos. Citizenship
status and nativity are two factors that have been suggested to have a signifi-
cant impact on Latino political participation (de la Garza & DeSipio, 1997;
Hero, 1992; Uhlaner, 1989). Scholars have also indicated that Latinos with
longer residence in the United States are more likely to participate in U.S.
politics (Highton & Burris, 2002; Uhlaner, 1989). With greater time spent in
the United States, the assumption is that individuals will be more familiar
with the American political system and therefore more likely to participate.
This is reflected in Highton and Burris’s (2002) results that indicate voter
turnout among foreign-born Mexican Americans who have lived in the
United States for the longest period outpace that of native-born Mexican
Americans. Finally, language has been consistently identified as a dominant
influencing factor of Latino political participation, as English-speaking Lati-
nos have greater access to the resources necessary to participate (de la Garza
& DeSipio, 1997; Uhlaner, 1989).

Hypotheses and Anticipated Findings

Investigation of the relevance of group consciousness among the Latino
community creates a theoretical framework that is based on a differential
impact of group consciousness on voting and Latino-specific political activ-
ity. Several hypotheses naturally develop from this investigation. I hypothe-
size that the three dimensions of group consciousness will be positively cor-
related with both forms of political participation; however, the impact of
group consciousness will be greater in the context of Latino-specific partici-
pation. Given the nature of engaging in political activities that directly
improve the status of the Latino community, I anticipate that group con-
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sciousness will prove to be more meaningful in the context of Latino-specific
participation. In addition to the role of group consciousness, I hypothesize
that SES will be positively correlated with political participation across both
models consistent with the dominant model of political participation. And
finally, I anticipate that the Latino cultural factors of nativity, English profi-
ciency, and citizenship status will all be positively correlated with political
participation. Therefore, I hypothesize that Latinos who are more integrated
into the American political system participate at greater levels than do those
who are not.

Conceptualization and Measurement Strategy

My general discussion of the participation literature has identified several
factors that may affect political participation. This array of factors is grouped
into five clusters representing the different perspectives attempting to explain
Latino participation. These clusters are group consciousness (Latino com-
monality, shared political interests, perceived discrimination), SES or
demographic factors (income, education, work status, gender, age), political
orientations (assimilation, acculturation, efficacy, political interest), cultural
factors (nativity, language, length of time in the United States, and citizen-
ship status), and national origin (Cuban, Puerto Rican, Central or South
American, Caribbean). Given the citizenship requirement for voting, non-
citizens are not included in the sample population for the voting model, and
the citizenship status variable is excluded from the voting model. A discus-
sion of the dependent variable construction along with the primary explana-
tory variable cluster of group consciousness will provide a background for
the statistical analysis. The survey items utilized to construct the remaining
independent variables are included in the appendix.4

Political participation is defined in this study as voting in national elec-
tions and Latino-specific participation. The dependent variable for the voting
model is operationalized through a scaled measure of voter registration and
voting. The values and distribution for this variable are 0 (not registered,
342), 1 (registered and nonvoter, 165), 2 (registered and have voted in the
past, 363), and 3 (frequent voter, 664).5 Frequent voters are those respon-
dents who are currently registered, who voted in the 1996 presidential elec-
tion and the 1998 congressional election, and who are thus likely to vote in
future elections. It is important to note that citizenship status is not included
in the voting model as noncitizens are not able to register to vote.

The dependent variable for the Latino-specific model is a Latino-specific
index based on a cumulative score among the Latino respondents regarding
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their participation or not in three Latino-specific political activities within
the past 10 years: working for a Latino candidate, attending a demonstration
or meeting based on Latino issues, or contributing money to a Latino candi-
date.6 The values of this variable and distributions consist of 0 (participation
in none of these activities, 1,583), 1 (participation in one activity, 536),
2 (participation in two activities, 212), and 3 (participation in all three
activities, 86).

Group Consciousness Cluster

The concept of group consciousness suggests that the effects of group
affinity and collective orientations are felt within Latino subgroups (Puerto
Rican, Columbian, Mexican, etc.) and the broader pan-ethnic grouping of
Latino. I agree with Miller et al. (1981) that proper conceptualization of
group consciousness requires the employment of multiple measures to tap
into the main dimensions of group consciousness. Past literature suggests
that there are three general dimensions of group consciousness: general iden-
tification with a group, an awareness of that group’s relative position in soci-
ety, and the desire to engage in collective activity that focuses on improving
the situation of that group (Garcia, 2003; Gurin et al., 1980; Padilla, 1985).
Fortunately, the Washington Post survey provides the opportunity to capture
all three aspects of group consciousness for Latinos.

A group commonality index was created using a battery of questions ask-
ing respondents how much they felt in common with other Latino sub-
groups.7 Respondents were given a score based on their response to the set of
questions. For example, a response of a lot in common received +2 points, a
fair amount in common +1, only a little in common –1, and nothing in com-
mon –2. These scores were used to construct an index that consists of seven
values running from no sense of Latino commonality to a strong sense of
commonality with all Latino subgroups (Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican,
Central or South American). There is significant variation in this measure, as
just less than 10% of respondents are in the two highest commonality catego-
ries, although approximately 30% are within the two lowest categories.

In addition to general commonality, a measure of Latino political com-
monality is also included in the group consciousness cluster. The political
commonality measure was based on responses to the following survey ques-
tion: “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? Latinos in the
Untied States share FEW political interests and goals?” The two values for
this variable are 0 (no commonality, agree) and 1 (commonality, disagree).
The addition of the measure tapping into the extent of common political

434 American Politics Research

 at UNIV OF NEW MEXICO on August 4, 2010apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


interest among the Latino population allows for the distinction to be made
between social and political commonality, an advantage over other studies of
group consciousness.

Beyond notions of commonality, group consciousness requires that indi-
viduals recognize that their group shares a disadvantaged position in society.
I employ a measure of perceived discrimination to capture this component of
group consciousness based on responses to the following survey questions:
“Is discrimination against Latinos in our society today a problem or not?
And, is it a big problem or not such a big problem?” A 3-point scale is used as
a measure of discrimination with the following values: 0 (those individuals
who believe discrimination is not a problem), 1 (those who indicate that dis-
crimination is a problem for Latinos but not a big problem), and 2 (those who
believe that it is a big problem for Latinos).

The final component of group consciousness is the desire to improve the
disadvantaged societal position of one’s group through collective action. I
use the following survey question as an indicator of one’s belief that collec-
tive action can improve the group’s position in society: “Do you think that if
various Latinos groups worked together politically Latinos would be better
off, worse off, or wouldn’t make much difference?” The values of this final
component of group consciousness are 0 (worse off), 1 (no difference), and 2
(better off).8 The inclusion of these four measures effectively captures all
dimensions of group consciousness, an advantage over most other studies
interested in the relationship between group consciousness and political
participation.

Discussion of Data Utilized in Analysis

All data introduced in this article originate from the 1999 survey of Lati-
nos conducted by The Washington Post, the Henry J. Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, and Harvard University. This survey on Latinos in America consists of
4,614 adults, with 2,417 Latinos in the sample. The study includes interviews
with 818 Mexicans, 318 Puerto Ricans, 312 Cubans, and 593 Central or
South Americans. The final results were weighted to the national Latino pop-
ulation as estimated by the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey.
This survey was conducted by telephone between June 30 and August 30,
1999, by International Communications Research. Survey respondents were
selected at random, and the margin of sampling error for respondents is 2%
for Latino respondents. My analysis is only concerned with the Latino
respondents to this survey; therefore, the non-Latino respondents were
excluded from the models.
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The Impact of Contributing Factors on Voting

The first step of the data analysis is to investigate the impact that the group
consciousness cluster has on political participation in terms of voting. Given
the categorical and unordered nature of the dependent voting, variable
multinomial logit (MNL) is used to specify the voting model. MNL is pre-
ferred here because of its ability to allow the effects of the independent vari-
ables to differ for each outcome of the dependent variable and is the most
commonly used approach for nominal categorical variables (Long & Freese,
2003). Within the MNL approach, I have set those who are nonregistered as
the baseline category. Therefore, all results are interpreted in comparison to
nonparticipants. Throughout the analysis, more attention will be focused on
the frequent voting category as individuals who have voted in the previous
two elections are most likely to participate in future elections.

Table 1 indicates that only three variables are significantly related to voter
registration: commonality, internal efficacy, and length of time spent in the
United States. I begin the discussion with general Latino commonality,
which is positively related to voter registration. As perceptions of common-
ality increase among Latinos, the odds of individuals becoming registered to
vote also increases. Therefore, Latinos who have greater levels of attachment
to other Latinos are more likely to become registered to vote. In addition,
internal efficacy is positively correlated with voter registration, indicating
that those who believe that they can have an impact on politics are more likely
to be registered voters. Within the cultural factors variable cluster, consistent
with my hypotheses, as length of time in the United States increases, the odds
of individuals being registered also increases.

Turning now to the impact of the full model on the propensity to vote,
again there are only three factors that are significantly correlated with voting.
Most important to this study, none of the group consciousness measures are
significantly related to voting when compared to the base category of
nonregistered. Being employed significantly increases the likelihood that an
individual will have voted in his or her lifetime in a national election, as does
being interested in politics. National origin is relevant here, as Caribbean
Latinos (Puerto Rican, Dominican) are more likely than are other Latinos to
indicate that they have voted in a national election.9

The final column of Table 1 is of primary interest to the analysis of voting,
as this section of the table depicts the impact of all contributing factors on fre-
quent voting relative to nonparticipation. Among the dimensions of group
consciousness, perceived discrimination is significantly and positively relat-
ed to frequent voting. Therefore, as Latinos perceive greater levels of dis-
crimination directed toward their community, their odds of becoming fre-

436 American Politics Research

 at UNIV OF NEW MEXICO on August 4, 2010apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


437

Ta
bl

e 
1

T
he

 E
ff

ec
t 

of
 t

he
 F

ul
l M

od
el

 o
n 

V
ot

in
g 

(M
ul

ti
no

m
ia

l L
og

it
 R

es
ul

ts
)

V
ot

er
 R

eg
is

tr
at

io
n

In
fr

eq
ue

nt
 V

ot
in

g
Fr

eq
ue

nt
 V

ot
in

g

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

G
ro

up
 c

on
sc

io
us

ne
ss

C
om

m
on

al
ity

.2
13

**
.0

80
1.

23
.0

67
.0

64
1.

06
.0

90
.0

62
1.

09
Po

lit
ic

al
 c

om
m

on
al

ity
.1

18
.2

48
1.

12
–.

18
2

.1
91

0.
83

3
.1

94
.1

88
1.

21
Pe

rc
ei

ve
d 

di
sc

ri
m

in
at

io
n

.1
09

.1
58

1.
11

.1
34

.1
24

1.
14

.2
18

*
.1

20
1.

24
C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
ac

tio
n

–.
41

5
.2

75
0.

65
9

–.
27

8
.2

28
0.

75
6

–.
16

7
.2

28
0.

84
5

So
ci

oe
co

no
m

ic
 s

ta
tu

s,
 d

em
og

ra
ph

ic
s

In
co

m
e

–.
04

5
.0

73
0.

95
5

.0
46

.0
57

1.
04

.0
70

.0
56

1.
07

E
du

ca
tio

n
–.

12
9

.0
85

0.
87

8
.0

58
.0

65
1.

05
.3

53
**

*
.0

65
1.

44
W

or
k 

st
at

us
–.

05
3

.4
71

0.
94

7
.3

56
**

.1
24

1.
23

1.
02

**
.4

09
2.

77
G

en
de

r
.2

57
.2

44
1.

29
–.

14
2

.1
87

0.
86

9
–.

23
4

.1
82

0.
79

1
A

ge
–.

00
8

.0
19

0.
99

1
.0

10
.0

13
1.

01
.0

33
**

.0
12

1.
03

Po
lit

ic
al

 o
ri

en
ta

tio
ns

A
ss

im
ila

tio
n

–.
17

4
.1

20
0.

83
9

–.
01

7
.0

82
0.

98
2

–.
11

9
.0

82
0.

88
7

A
cc

ul
tu

ra
tio

n
.0

20
.1

22
1.

02
–.

02
2

.0
96

0.
97

8
–.

09
5

.0
97

0.
90

8
In

te
rn

al
 e

ff
ic

ac
y

.2
00

*
.1

15
1.

12
.1

40
.0

89
1.

15
.0

57
.0

87
1.

05
E

xt
er

na
l e

ff
ic

ac
y

–.
08

0
.1

64
0.

92
2

–.
12

4
.0

90
0.

97
6

–.
00

3
.0

87
0.

99
6

Po
lit

ic
al

 in
te

re
st

–.
05

6
.1

62
0.

94
5

.4
50

**
*

.1
25

1.
56

.6
80

**
*

.1
24

1.
97

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

 at UNIV OF NEW MEXICO on August 4, 2010apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


438

C
ul

tu
ra

l f
ac

to
rs

N
at

iv
ity

.6
88

.4
47

1.
99

.0
65

.3
15

1.
06

–.
36

5
.3

03
0.

69
3

E
ng

lis
h 

pr
of

ic
ie

nc
y

.2
27

.2
06

1.
25

.1
34

.1
53

1.
14

.1
56

.1
54

1.
16

L
en

gt
h 

of
 ti

m
e 

in
 U

ni
te

d 
St

at
es

.0
47

**
.0

23
1.

47
.0

03
.0

15
1.

00
.0

44
**

.0
14

1.
04

N
at

io
na

l o
ri

gi
n

C
ub

an
.0

81
.4

44
1.

08
.2

96
.3

32
1.

34
.7

51
**

.3
06

2.
12

C
en

tr
al

 o
r 

So
ut

h 
A

m
er

ic
an

.5
43

.3
48

1.
72

.3
58

.2
78

1.
43

–.
09

2
.2

82
0.

91
1

C
ar

ib
be

an
 L

at
in

os
.1

87
.3

15
1.

20
.4

60
**

.2
40

1.
58

.2
87

.2
36

1.
33

N
1,

10
3

L
ik

el
ih

oo
d 

ra
tio

χ2
42

8.
85

Ps
eu

do
R

2
.2

53

*p
<

.1
0,

tw
o-

ta
ile

d.
**

p
<

.0
5,

tw
o-

ta
ile

d.
**

*p
<

.0
1,

tw
o-

ta
ile

d.Ta
bl

e 
1

(c
on

ti
nu

ed
)

V
ot

er
 R

eg
is

tr
at

io
n

In
fr

eq
ue

nt
 V

ot
in

g
Fr

eq
ue

nt
 V

ot
in

g

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

B
SE

O
dd

s 
R

at
io

 at UNIV OF NEW MEXICO on August 4, 2010apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


quent voters is significantly greater. To assess the marginal impact of
perceived discrimination on frequent voting, predicted probabilities were
computed. By allowing the perceived discrimination variable to run its full
range of values while holding the other variables at their means, I was able to
determine that the predicted probability of becoming a frequent voter
increases from .289 for those who believe discrimination is not a problem for
Latinos to .388 for those who believe that discrimination is a major problem
for Latinos. Although the marginal impact of perceived discrimination is not
tremendous, it is clear that this dimension of group consciousness does have
a meaningful impact on voting for Latinos.

In addition to the group consciousness cluster, variables from all four
remaining variable clusters are significantly correlated with frequent voting.
Consistent with my hypotheses and previous research, the SES and demo-
graphics cluster has a major impact on political participation in the form of
voting, as education, work status, and age are all positively correlated with
frequent voting. In addition, political interest has a tremendous impact on
whether an individual will become a frequent voter, as this variable has the
largest odds ratio of any variable in all three voting models. Interestingly, nei-
ther assimilation nor acculturation has a statistically significant impact on
any category of the voting variable. These results are consistent with those of
Barreto and Munoz (2003), who found that social incorporation, including
assimilation, does not influence political participation among Mexican-
origin Latinos.

Within the cultural factor cluster, length of time in the United States is sig-
nificant and positive, suggesting that the odds of being a frequent voter are
greater as the length of time an individual lives in the Untied States increases.
Consistent with the integration hypothesis, this suggests that Latinos who
have been in the United States for a significant period of time are more likely
to have voted in the previous two elections than their counterparts who have
been here for fewer years. And finally, confirming previous results relating to
Latino national origin, Cubans are more likely to be frequent voters than are
non-Cubans (de le Garza, DeSipio, Garcia, Garcia, & Falcon, 1993; Garcia
& Sanchez, 2004; Highton & Burris, 2002).

The Impact of Group Consciousness on
Latino-Specific Participation

With the interpretation of the voting models completed, I turn now to the
role of group consciousness in Latino-specific participation. The dependent
variable for Latino-specific participation is a count variable that tallies the
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number of Latino-specific political activities respondents have engaged in
and has four categories: participation in no activities, participation in one
activity, participation in two activities, and participation in all three activities.
Count variables, or those that indicate how many times something has hap-
pened, require models specifically designed for count outcomes (Long &
Freese, 2003). The negative binomial regression model is one of those mod-
els and is preferred here because unlike the commonly used Poisson regres-
sion model, it does not assume that events accumulating during the observa-
tion period are independent and have a constant rate of occurrence (King,
1998). It is likely that participation in one Latino-specific activity is related to
participation in multiple activities and is likely that participation in these
activities is greater during elections, thus suggesting that these assumptions
of the Poisson model would be violated.10 Similar to MNL, predicted
probabilities are computed for the primary variables of interest for greater
interpretation.

Table 2 reflects the impact of all explanatory variables on the propensity
of Latinos to participate in Latino-specific activities. In all, nine variables
have a statistically significant impact on Latino participation in Latino-
specific activities. Consistent with the main hypothesis driving this analysis,
group consciousness has a greater impact on Latino-specific participa-
tion than does voting, as all three dimensions of group consciousness influ-
ence greater participation in this context. Specifically, Latino commonality
increases the rate of participation in Latino-specific activities by .025 for
each unit increase in the Latino commonality measure. Furthermore, as per-
ceived discrimination increases, so do the odds that a respondent will
participate in Latino-specific activities. The marginal effects of the per-
ceived discrimination variable suggest that with all variables held at their
means, a standard deviation increase in the perceived discrimination variable
increases the Latino-specific participation rate by .10.

The impact associated with these two variables is more apparent through
the percentage change coefficients that are presented in Figures 1 and 2.
When all other variables are held to their means, the rate of participation in
Latino-specific activities increases by approximately 5.5% for each unit
increase in the Latino commonality measure. Therefore, an individual who
believes that he or she has a lot in common with Latinos from all subgroups
participates in 33% more Latino-specific activities than does an individual
who does not believe he or she has much in common with any other Latinos.
The percentage change associated with perceived discrimination is just less
than 10%, accounting for nearly a 20% increase in Latino-specific participa-
tion across the range of that variable.
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The third dimension of group consciousness, recognizing the benefits of
Latino collective action, also increases Latino-specific participation. The
marginal effect associated with a unit increase in collective action is .096,
and each unit increase in the collective action measure yields a 22% increase
in Latino-specific participation. As depicted in Figure 3, the percentage
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Table 2
The Effect of the Full Model on Participation in Latino-specific

Activities

Negative Binomial Regression Results

B SE Marginal Effectsa

Group consciousness
Commonality .054** .024 .025
Political commonality .090 .077 .043
Perceived discrimination .215*** .051 .103
Collective action .200** .200 .096

Socioeconomic status, demographics
Income .047** .022 .022
Education .060** .025 .029
Work status .005 .171 .002
Gender .130* .074 .062
Age –.007 .004 –.003

Political orientations
Assimilation –.028 .038 –.013
Acculturation .153** .048 .073
Internal efficacy .005 .034 .003
External efficacy .034 .035 –.016
Political interest .261*** .050 .125

Cultural factors
Nativity .129 .129 .062
English proficiency .004 .061 .001
Length of time in United States .010* .005 .004
Citizenship status –.038 .122 –.018

National origin
Cuban .034 .114 .016
Central or South American –.133 .101 –.061
Caribbean Latinos .074 .098 .036

N 1,576
Pseudo R 2 .2742
Likelihood ratio χ2 239.40

a. Marginal effects are the marginal changes associated with an increase in each unit of the
explanatory variable with all other explanatory variables held to their means. Marginal effects for
binary variables are the discrete change from 0 to 1.
*p < .10, two-tailed. **p < .05, two-tailed. ***p < .01, two-tailed.
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Figure 1
The Impact of Latino Commonality on Latino-Specific Participation

Note: Commonality ranges from 0 (perceiving no commonality with any Latino subgroups) to 1
(perceiving commonality with all Latino subgroups).
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The Impact of Perceived Discrimination on

Latino-Specific Participation

Note: Perceived discrimination values are 1 (discrimination is not a problem for Latinos), 2 (dis-
crimination is a problem for Latinos), and 3 (discrimination is a big problem for Latinos).
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change associated with collective action implies that Latinos who believe
Latino collective action leads to positive benefits participate in 44% more
Latino-specific activities than do those who believe collective action pro-
duces a worse situation for Latinos. It is clear that group consciousness
has a much greater impact on political activities directly tied to the Latino
community than a more general mode of participation such as voting.
Although Latino political commonality has no impact on political participa-
tion, all three dimensions of group consciousness influence Latino-specific
participation.

In addition to group consciousness, the socioeconomic factors of edu-
cation and income both have a positive impact on participation in Latino-
specific activities. Consistent with my hypotheses and previous literature
noting the role of SES (Verba et al., 1995; Verba & Nie, 1972), Latinos with
higher incomes and educational attainment participate in a greater number of
Latino-specific activities. Men also participate in more Latino-specific
activities than do women among Latinos, however, the marginal effect of
the gender variable is not very robust. Furthermore, although assimilation
remains statistically insignificant, acculturation is positively correlated with
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Figure 3
The Impact of Support for Latino Collective Action on

Latino-Specific Participation

Note: Collective action values are 0 (Latino collective action leads to a worse situation for Lati-
nos), 1 (Latino collective action leads to no change), and 2 (Latino collective action leads to posi-
tive benefits for Latinos).

 at UNIV OF NEW MEXICO on August 4, 2010apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


Latino-specific participation. Therefore, individuals who believe that it is
important for Latinos to maintain aspects of their culture are more likely to
participate in political activities directly tied to the Latino community. Politi-
cal interest remains relevant, as those more interested in politics participate
in a greater number of Latino political activities. Finally, among cultural
factors length of time in the United States has a positive impact on Latino-
specific participation. The marginal effect of this variable is .004, suggesting
that the rate of participation in Latino political activities increases slightly for
each year lived in the United States among Latinos.

Conclusion and Discussion

This article began by highlighting the changing American political land-
scape and the increasingly pivotal impact that Latinos will continue to play in
electoral politics. In the aftermath of the 2002 midterm election and 2004
presidential election, it is clear that Latinos as candidates and voters played a
critical role. This is reflected in two Latino U.S. Senators being elected in
2004, New Mexico electing a Latino governor in 2002, and the achievement
of the most Latino Congresspeople in history. Furthermore, both the Demo-
cratic and Republican parties spent record amounts of money on courting the
Latino vote during the campaign for the 2004 presidential election (Segal,
2004). Finally, the recent election of Antonio Villaraigosa as mayor of Los
Angeles marks the first time the Latino stronghold of Los Angeles has had a
Latino mayor in longer than a century. Given these political victories and the
steady growth of the Latino population, a systematic examination of the fac-
tors that contribute to political participation among Latinos is extremely
valuable.

The core question of this analysis is whether or not group consciousness
motivates political participation for Latinos. Results from both the voting
and Latino-specific participation models indicate that there is a positive rela-
tionship between group consciousness and political participation; however,
the impact varies depending on the dimension of group consciousness and
mode of political participation. Among the three general dimensions of
group consciousness defined by the literature, commonality and perceived
discrimination consistently had the greatest impact on political participation
across the two models. This is supported by the inability of collective action
to influence voter registration or voting for Latinos. It is also important to
note that the investigation of the differential impact of general and political
commonality revealed that a general or cultural sense of commonality is
more meaningful to political participation than is a sense of political com-
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monality. Therefore, the current conceptualization of group consciousness
(Garcia, 2003) consisting of three dimensions—group identification or
cultural commonality, perceived discrimination, and desire for collective
action—is supported by this analysis.

The investigation of the potential differential impact of group conscious-
ness on type and context of political participation revealed some interesting
results. As expected, the group consciousness cluster had greater influence
on Latino-specific participation compared to voting, as all three dimensions
of group consciousness motivate greater participation in Latino-specific
political activities. Group consciousness is based on a notion of collective
action directed toward improving the status of one’s group. This analysis
suggests that group consciousness motivates Latinos to direct their collective
efforts toward political activities that directly affect the status of the Latino
community rather than the indirect activity of voting. This contributes to the
debate regarding the relevance of group consciousness in political participa-
tion by suggesting the impact of the concept depends on the context of partic-
ipation. It is clear from this analysis that individuals who have a strong sense
of group consciousness are more likely to attend meetings or demonstrations
based on Latino issues and donate money to and work on campaigns of
Latinos running for office.

Although this analysis significantly adds to our general understanding of
group consciousness and its impact on Latino political participation, there
remains room for further study. In particular, it would be beneficial to deter-
mine whether group consciousness motivates other aspects of Latino politi-
cal behavior, mainly vote choice, partisanship, and policy preferences. Fur-
thermore, given the general premise that group consciousness is greater
among African Americans than other minority groups, it would be interest-
ing to construct and analyze data reflecting the role of group consciousness
in political behavior among both Latinos and African Americans. This would
allow for a direct comparison of what motivates group consciousness forma-
tion among both groups. Finally, although this analysis suggests that group
consciousness does not have a large impact on voting for Latinos, it would be
interesting to investigate this relationship when Latino voters have the oppor-
tunity to vote for a Latino candidate. The results from the Latino-specific
participation model suggest that group consciousness would be more mean-
ingful in that context. Although some important questions remain unan-
swered, this analysis has clearly added to our collective knowledge of Latino
political participation and has opened the door for continued analysis
seeking to determine the role of group consciousness in minority political
behavior.
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Appendix
Presentation of Survey Items and
Independent Variable Measures

Socioeconomic status, demographics
Household income

“What is your total household income from all sources, before taxes?”
The values of the income measure are on a 9-point income scale ranging from

< $20,000 to > $100,000.
Education

“What is the last grade that you completed in school?”
The values of the education variable are 0 (< 9th grade), 1 (some high school),

2 (high school graduate), 3 (business, technical, or vocational training
after high school), 4 (some college), 5 (college graduate), and 6 (postgrad-
uate training).

Work status
“What is your work status? Are you employed, unemployed, a homemaker,

retired, or a student?”
The values of the work status variable are 0 (unemployed) or 1 (employed, stu-

dent, homemaker, or retired).
Gender

“What is your gender?”
The values of the gender variable are 0 (female) or 1 (male).

Age
“What is your age?”
Age is continuous with the youngest respondent being 18 and the oldest being

90.
Political orientations

Assimilation
“How important is it for Latinos to change so that they blend into the larger

society as in the idea of a melting pot?”
The values of the assimilation variable are 0 (not at all important), 1 (not too

important), 2 (somewhat important), and 3 (very important).
Acculturation

“How important is it for Latinos to maintain their distinct cultures?”
The values of the acculturation variable are 0 (not at all important), 1 (not too

important), 2 (somewhat important), and 3 (very important).
Internal efficacy

“Politics and government are so complicated that a person like me cannot
really understand what’s going on.“

The values of internal efficacy are 0 (strongly agree), 1 (agree somewhat), 2
(disagree somewhat), and 3 (disagree strongly).

External efficacy
“Political leaders do not care much what people like me think.”
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The values of external efficacy are 0 (strongly agree), 1 (agree somewhat), 2
(disagree somewhat), and 3 (disagree strongly).

Political interest
“How much attention would you say you pay to politics and government?”
The values for the political interest variable are 0 (none), 1 (not much), 2 (a

fair amount), and 3 (a lot).
Cultural factors

Citizenship status
“Now we would like to ask you about U.S. citizenship. Are you a U.S. citizen,

currently applying, planning to apply, or not planning to become a U.S.
citizen?”

The values of citizenship status are 0 (noncitizen) and 1 (citizen).
Nativity

“Were you born in the United States or another country?”
The values of nativity are 0 (foreign born) and 1 (native born).

English proficiency
This measure was created from the following survey questions:
“Would you say you can carry on a conversation in English?”
“Would you say you can read a newspaper or book in English?”
The English proficiency scale tunes from 0 (nonproficient) through 3 (highly

proficient).
Time spent in the United States

“How many years have you lived in the United States?”
Time spent in the United States is continuous, with age used to maintain

noncitizens in the analysis.
National origin

To account for national origin, dummy variables are constructed for Cubans, Cen-
tral or South Americans, and Caribbean Latinos, with Mexicans serving as the com-
parison population. All variables were coded based on the following set of survey
questions:

“Earlier you said you were Hispanic or Latino, what country did your family
of ancestors come from?”

“Which country do you identify with more?”
Each dummy variable utilizes the same coding strategy, with 0 (non-Cuban)

and 1 (Cuban), 0 (non-Central or South American) and 1 (Central or South
American), and 0 (non-Caribbean) and 1 (Caribbean).

The Caribbean variable includes Latinos of both Puerto Rican and Dominican
descent. The decision to combine these two populations is based on the proximity of
those two countries and the regional concentration of those two communities in the
United States.
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Notes

1. The standard model of participation is not elaborated on here because of its general avail-
ability in most American politics textbooks. However, see Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995)
for a good review of these dominant theories of political participation.

2. Scholars have utilized various terms to refer to collective identity, including linked fate
(Dawson, 1994; Masuoka, 2004) and group cohesion (McClain & Stewart, 2003). However,
measurement strategies are consistent with those I utilize for the three dimensions of group con-
sciousness here.

3. See Stokes (2003) for a full discussion of these studies.
4. A correlation matrix was created to test for multicollinearity. The two explanatory vari-

ables with the greatest correlation in the analysis are citizenship status and nativity, with a
Pearson coefficient of .61. These measures were tested individually and collectively through the
use of a scaled measure with no change in statistical significance or direction in any of the mod-
els. No other variable combination approaches .6.

5. It is known that Latinos are likely to overestimate voter registration and turnout in self-
reported contexts. However, this overestimation is more pervasive among the educated and effi-
cacious and those with a greater sense of civic duty (Shaw, de la Garza, & Lee, 2000). Given that
this study is not primarily concerned with these explanatory variables, nor are the coefficients for
education or efficacy highly relevant, this potential overestimation is not of great concern here.
Furthermore, there does not appear to be over-reporting of Latino-specific participation, as the
distribution for this variable is heavily skewed toward nonparticipation and consistent with pre-
vious surveys of Latino political activity beyond voting (Verba et al., 1995).

6. Although the Cronbach’s alpha of .562 does not reach the generally acceptable reliability
threshold of .70 (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998), this scaling method and alpha score is
consistent with other studies interested in similar political activities (Garcia & Sanchez, 2004).

7. Respondents are asked, “How much do you have in common with the following groups:
Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, Central/South American?” The Cronbach’s alpha of .876 indi-
cates with great confidence that these survey questions can be scaled to create the Latino com-
monality variable.

8. It may be argued that an individual may think it is good for Latinos to work together politi-
cally but may score low on this measure as a result of not believing this effort would lead to posi-
tive results because of a lack of government responsiveness. However, the distribution on the col-
lective action variable, in which the middle category makes no difference has less than 10% of the
respondents, suggests that this in not an issue. To further test this, an interaction between the col-
lective action variable and external efficacy was conducted. The lack of significance of this inter-
action provides more evidence in support of keeping the collective action measure in the models.

9. Interactions were conducted between the three group consciousness dimensions and
national origin to test for potential interactive effects in both the voting and Latino-specific con-
texts. However, none of these interactions was statistically significant, and therefore the additive
models are presented here.

10. In addition to the theoretical motivation to choose the negative binomial regression
model, likelihood ratio tests of the Poisson regression model indicate that there is significant evi-
dence of overdispersion in the Latino-specific Poisson model.
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