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Be Counted in Our Democracy: 
2020 Census and  
the Latinx Community

in presidential appointments and in 
elected office.

She served as legislative director 
to Congressional Representative 
Gloria Negrete McLeod and as 
legislative director to California 
State Assemblymember Luis 
Alejo, where she managed a broad 
progressive policy agenda. A former 
California State Senate Fellow 
and legislative aide to California 
State Senator Gilbert Cedillo, 
she helped usher legislation that 
sought to diminish social and civil 
inequalities. She has also been 
involved in numerous electoral 
campaigns across the country.

Teresa graduated from the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government at 

Commentary

Teresa Acuña is associate director 
of the Ash Center’s Democratic 
Governance program at the John 
F. Kennedy School of Government 
at Harvard University, where she 
bridges practice, technology, and 
academia to build sustainable 
democracies.

For over ten years, Teresa has 
worked at the state and national 
levels in a variety of policy, political, 
and governance roles, most recently 
director of policy and leadership 
programs at the National Hispanic 
Leadership Agenda in Washington, 
DC, a premier coalition of the 
nation’s 40 leading organizations 
advocating on behalf of Latinos in 
the United States. Teresa managed 
a national effort to increase diversity 
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Harvard University with a master’s 
in public administration and from 
San Diego State University with 
a bachelor’s of arts in political 
science and Chicana/o studies. She 
sits on various nonprofits’ boards, 
including New American Leaders.

The Census is a vital but often 
overlooked civic action in our de-
mocracy. For the Latinx community, 
participation in the upcoming Census 
will have long-term consequences. 
Their participation will determine 
how effectively they are represented 
in Congress and state legislatures and 
how services for their community 
are funded. Therefore, it is critically 
important that measures be taken to 
ensure Latinx households self-report 
in the Census and be counted. 
Why Does the Census Matter?
Mandated in the United States Con-
stitution, the founders enshrined the 
notion of counting every person living 
in the country for purposes of deter-
mining political representation. Since 
1790, the Census has been held every 
ten years, requiring all persons that 
reside in the country, irrespective 
of citizenship or residency status, to 
participate. 

The Census aims to create equal 
distribution of power and is used 
for reapportionment, a process that 
redistributes the number seats a state 

receives in the House of Representa-
tives. While each state is allotted two 
seats in the US Senate, the number of 
representative seats fluctuates based 
on the state’s population. Predicated 
on the principle of one person, one 
vote, every congressional district must 
have equal population size for pur-
poses of representation. The same 
principal holds for the apportionment 
of state legislative seats, requiring 
redistricting of congressional districts 
and state legislative districts to follow 
every decennial Census. An under-
count of a population diminishes a 
community’s influence in Congress, 
state legislatures, and other govern-
mental bodies.

The Census provides us with 
greater insight into how individu-
als and communities perceive their 
identities.  It produces one of the 
largest datasets reflecting the peo-
ple living in the United States and 
its territories. Through the Census, 
policymakers, businesses, and academ-
ics are provided with wide-ranging 
data that help guide the allocation 
of federal aid, government services, 
and other resources. For example, in 
2017, 316 federal spending programs 
relied on Census data to allocate 
$1.5 trillion to state and local gov-
ernments, nonprofits, businesses, and 
households.1 These programs funded 
communal resources such as roads, 
fire stations, and schools as well as 
aid to individuals such as child care 
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and nutrition benefits. An accurate 
Census helps ensure that funding is 
properly allocated to communities 
that need it most.

Given that money and power are 
at stake, an accurate count of all 
people is necessary for fair allocation 
of resources and representation in 
our democracy.

Hard-to-Count Communities 
and Census Challenges
A challenging reality of the Census 
is that there are communities that 
are considered hard to count and are 
therefore underrepresented in the 
Census. Some of these communities 
have long been underrepresented in 
the Census, while others are just now 
experiencing real or perceived barriers 
to participation.2 An individual’s like-
lihood of responding to the Census 
can vary greatly depending on their 
race, ethnicity, immigration status, 
type of home dwelling, or income 
level, among other factors. Moreover, 
new collection methodologies can 
also impact response rates, and the 
Census Bureau has bolstered its efforts 
to collect data online.

To reach hard-to-count popula-
tions, the Census Bureau must de-
ploy a variety of innovative methods. 
This means robust outreach, multiple 
mailers, and in-person enumerators 
to follow up with non-respondents. 
However, the federal government’s un-
derinvestment in the Census has been 

a major concern for some state and 
local officials as well as for advocates 
of hard-to-count populations. Some 
states and local municipalities have 
responded to the federal government’s 
lack of funding by investing their own 
funds to ensure a complete count. 

California, which houses a high 
number of hard-to-count communities 
including a large Latinx population, 
will invest over $150 million of state 
funding to ensure an accurate count.3,4 

It is a modest and worthwhile in-
vestment given the federal dollars it 
risks losing through an undercount 
of its residents. However, 24 states 
will not make similar investments, 
including Texas, another state with 
a high number of Latinx residents.5

Undercounting the Latinx 
Community 
In the 2020 Census, the Latinx com-
munity faces an acute risk of being 
undercounted, which risks further 
contributing toward the community’s 
underrepresentation in the halls of 
power as well as depriving the Latinx 
community of critical federal invest-
ments it needs. 

As of 2018, there were approx-
imately 59.9 million members of 
the Latinx community living in the 
United States and its territories, which 
represents one the largest and fast-
est-growing demographic groups in 
the country.6 Yet, for the 2020 Census, 
the Latinx community makes up one 



in every three hard-to-count census 
tracks, and when individuals are not 
counted, entire communities are 
impacted. 

While there are a variety of factors 
contributing to the potential underrep-
resentation of the Latinx community 
in the 2020 Census, there are several 
factors that exacerbate the communi-
ty’s vulnerability to an undercount.

* High proportion of undercounted 
population: Latinx children. Histori-
cally, the Census struggles to capture 
the accurate number of children living 
in the United States. However, young 
Latinx children are more likely to go 
uncounted than their non-Hispanic 
counterparts.7 In the 2010 Census, 
Latinx children between the ages 
of 0 and 4 accounted for 30 percent 
of the undercounted group.8 As a 
result, states and local governments 
lost critical federal funding for the 
education, nutrition, and health care 
services meant for these children and 
their families. There are a variety of 
reasons this population is difficult 
to count. For example, some chil-
dren may be not be counted because 
they live in linguistically isolated 
households, nontraditional family 
settings, or with extended family such 
as grandparents or unrelated adults. 
Some forms of housing also impact 
the likelihood of being undercounted, 
as people living in rental properties 
or multi-family dwellings are more 
likely than single-family homes to 

be undercounted.
* Language barriers preventing 

participation. Achieving an accurate 
count requires participants to under-
stand the questions and messaging 
intended to encourage participation. 
While the online Census will offer 
materials in 13 different languages, 
the forms will only be available in 
English and Spanish. The usage of 
non-English materials will play a 
critical role in bolstering participation, 
as 30 percent of all Hispanics residing 
in the United States report they do not 
speak English “very well.”9 Yet, while 
Census materials will be available 
in Spanish, there are language vari-
ances within the Latinx population, 
and lower levels of literacy among 
immigrant communities may require 
additional interventions.10

* Socioeconomic status and educa-
tional attainment. Communities with 
higher income levels and educational 
attainment are less likely to be un-
dercounted in the Census. However, 
poverty within the Latinx community 
is pervasive—21 percent of the Latinx 
community lives in poverty, while over 
60 percent of Latinx individuals only 
have a high school degree or never 
completed high school.11

* Immigration status and polit-
ical climate. When our founders 
mandated the federal government 
conduct a census, they did not restrict 
participation to citizens. In spite of the 
Trump administration’s unsuccessful 
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attempt to add a citizenship question, 
it is essential that every single person 
residing in the United States have 
an opportunity to participate in the 
2020 Census. However, for many 
undocumented immigrants living in 
fear of deportation, as well as those 
living in mixed-status homes, the fear 
of exposure may contribute toward a 
sense of apprehension in participating 
in a government-led survey. Within 
the US Latinx community, 34 percent 
of individuals are foreign born, and 
over 70 percent of undocumented 
immigrants are from Latin Ameri-
ca.12,13 While the Census adheres to 
Title 13 of the United States Code, 
requiring strict confidentiality of re-
spondents information, often these 
communities are not aware of the 
confidential nature of the surveys, and 
the current political climate may not 
quell the concerns and distrust felt 
by immigrant communities.14 The 
Trump administration’s vocal hostility 
toward immigrant communities, as 
well as the potential for workplace 
raids, further increases fears among 
immigrants hesitant to participate in 
the Census.15

* Nontraditional living arrange-
ments. The type of dwelling a person 
lives in also impacts their ability to 
participate in the Census. Within the 
Latinx community, there are various 
nontraditional living arrangements 
to consider, such as immigrants par-
ticipating in migratory or seasonal 

work.16 In addition, Latinx families 
are less likely to own homes and 
instead may live in nontraditional 
living arrangements or low-visibility 
housing. Those who rent may also 
be at risk of being undercounted as, 
according to the Census, renters are 
less likely to respond because they 
are more mobile.17

* The digital divide and lack of 
digital literacy among the Latinx 
community. As a cost-saving measure, 
the Census Bureau is encouraging 
participants to reply online. Yet, not 
all communities have access to broad-
band internet, nor do all individuals 
have the digital literacy needed to par-
ticipate in the online Census. While 
one-third of Americans lack access to 
broadband services, approximately 53 
percent of Latino households lack 
access or experience limited access 
to home broadband services.18 Yet, 
even if a Latinx household can afford 
broadband internet, they may live in 
a rural community that struggles to 
close the digital divide. Given the 
disparities in digital literacy among the 
Latinx community, substantial online 
participation in the Census may not 
be a realistic expectation. This may 
explain why, when compared to other 
groups, Latinx individuals are more 
likely to prefer completing the Census 
through traditional paper forms, with 
75 percent of Latinx individuals saying 
they would prefer to respond to the 
Census on paper questionnaires.19
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Complexities around the 2020 
Census
The Census is continuously evolving. 
Leading up to the release of the 2020 
Census, two proposed changes spurred 
debate for their potential impact on 
Latinx participation.

The Race & Ethnicity Question
The Census Bureau collects informa-
tion on participants’ race and ethnicity 
for purposes of enforcing race-based 
protections, such as anti-discrimina-
tion laws. But for many groups the 
racial and ethnic categories do not 
reflect their self-identities. The Census 
asks these questions in two parts: first, 
the participant is asked to self-identify 
their ethnicity, then the participant is 
asked to self-identify their race. 

For the Latinx community, ques-
tions around race and ethnicity are 
complex and stem from differences 
in language, culture, generations, and 
histories rooted in colonization. The 
Latinx population is not a monolith, 
and each individual person views their 
self through a unique ethnocentric 
lens that may not be shared by the 
entire group.20 For example, the same 
respondents who identify as Hispanic, 
Latino, or Spanish under the ethnic 
question may choose two different 
races. Some Latinx may identify with 
their European roots and choose 
White as their race, while others may 
identify with their African roots and 
choose Black as their race.

In the 2010 Census, the race 
question confounded the Latinx 
community, and nearly 50 percent 
chose “some other race or two or 
more races.” The Census Bureau 
reports that testing the combined race 
and ethnicity question led to higher 
accuracy and lower non-response 
to the race question.21 Despite the 
opportunity to improve the Census 
accuracy, the Trump administration 
denied requests to combine the race 
and ethnicity question, continuing 
the practice of offering two separate 
questions that lead to less-accurate 
identification and misrepresentation 
of the Latinx diaspora. 

Trump Administration and the 
Citizenship Question
In 2018, the Trump administration 
formally announced its intention to 
add a citizenship question to the 2020 
Census for the first time in over 50 
years. This question was previously 
removed by the Census Bureau, as it 
was found to result in an inaccurate 
count that disproportionally affected 
people of color.22 The Department 
of Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross 
maintained that the citizenship ques-
tion was necessary to enforce the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965. However, in 2017, 
internal documents from Kansas Sec-
retary of State Kris Kobach, a member 
of President Trump’s now-defunct 
Voter Fraud Commission pointed to 
another motive, saying that “aliens . 
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. . are still counted for congressional 
apportionment purposes.”23 In light of 
the leaked documents, a likely motive 
for the citizenship questions was to 
purposely exclude noncitizens from 
the Census, impacting the population 
numbers from which redistricting 
lines are drawn and helping red-state 
legislatures draw districts that benefit 
Republicans. 

Advocates and states with large 
hard-to-count populations were con-
cerned that the citizenship question 
would suppress communities with 
large undocumented populations from 
completing the Census. 

According to random controlled 
trials conducted at the John F. Kennedy 
School of Government at Harvard 
University, asking a citizenship ques-
tion greatly suppressed participants of 
Hispanic origin.24

They concluded: 
[A]sking about citizenship status 
significantly increases the percent 
of questions skipped, with particu-
larly strong effects among Hispan-
ics, and makes respondents less 
likely to report having Hispanic 
household members. Aggregating 
this to the national level suggests 
that asking a citizenship question 
may lead to an undercounting of 
Hispanics of between 5,761,284 
and 6,382,820 in the 2020 Census 
(based on 2010 figures).25

Fearing the citizenship question 
would lead to an inaccurate count, 

states took to the courts to stop the 
Trump administration from including 
it in the 2020 Census. 

In 2019, the Supreme Court ruled 
in Department of Commerce v. New 
York, rejecting the Department of 
Commerce’s claim that the question 
would be used to enforce the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965. 

While a citizenship question will 
not appear on the 2020 Census, a 
chilling effect remains among partici-
pants already distrustful of the survey. 
It is not clear what lasting damage the 
proposed question will have for the 
Latinx count, but for undocumented 
immigrants and households with a 
mixed immigration status, the fear 
of the Census continues. 

What Is at Stake for the Latinx 
Community?
As a fast-growing population in the 
United States, the Latinx community 
is entitled to greater political repre-
sentation and equitable funding. That 
is why the potential undercount of 
the Latinx community in the 2020 
Census could have devastating long-
term effects.

* Loss of political power and 
representation. Census data are used 
to form federal, state, and local district 
boundaries around an equal number 
of people for the purposes of politi-
cal representation. This is to realize 
equal political power among every 
individual. If there is an undercount of 
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the Latinx population, their political 
power is diluted in a representative 
democracy. 

An undercount of the Latinx pop-
ulation will impact federal funding 
for various programs the Latinx com-
munity relies on:

* Food and Nutrition. In 2016, 
Latinx households accounted for 
one-fifth of Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) benefi-
ciaries, resulting in approximately 
$16 billion in funding.26 In 2015, 
Latinxs accounted for 63 percent 
of participants enrolled in Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants and Children 
(WIC).27 In 2005, Latinx children 
made up 24 percent of all Nation-
al School Lunch Program (NSLP) 
participants.28

* Healthcare. In 2013, Latinxs 
made up 25 percent of Federal Med-
ical Assistance Program (Medicaid) 
recipients,29 while in 2010, Latinx 
children accounted for 23 percent 
of enrollees in Medicaid/Children’s 
Health Insurance Program (CHIP).30

* Education Funding. In 2015, 
the Census helped determine $14 
billion in funding for Title I grants, 
$11 billion for special education grants 
to states, and $8 billion for Head 
Start, respectively. With one-third 
of the Latinx community under 18 
years old, investments in educational 
programs like these have tremendous 
economic potential.31 

How Do We Ensure Latinx 
Participation in the 2020 
Census?
Improving quality of life within the 
Latinx community depends upon 
proportional representation in the 
2020 Census. Below are recommen-
dations that strive to ensure the 2020 
Census accurately captures the size 
of the Latinx community.

* Education on Census. Educa-
tion will be key to informing respon-
dents of the benefits of completing the 
Census and allaying the fears around 
it. Doing so will require sharing infor-
mation on how the Census informs 
political representation and federal 
funding. Moreover, education should 
focus on addressing the legitimate fear 
respondents feel around sharing their 
personal information. Respondents 
must know not only that their infor-
mation will be kept confidential by 
the Census Bureau but also that there 
are a variety of methods available by 
which they can respond. 

* Outreach by trusted messengers. 
Who is messaging and educating the 
Latinx community about the 2020 
Census is equally important. Assuag-
ing fears and creating excitement 
in responding are best conveyed by 
trusted messengers within hard-to-
count communities. Family, com-
munity leaders, local governments, 
businesses, and community-based 
organizations are best suited to edu-
cate Latinx communities about the 
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Census and convey it in culturally 
competent ways.

* Media leverage. Creative and 
efficient use of media can help deliver 
important Census information to a 
large number of people. Investing 
in ethnic media to convey this in-
formation in culturally appropriate 
ways will help capture persons in 
non-English-speaking media mar-
kets. Creatively using social media 
to geotarget messaging may also raise 
awareness and enthusiasm within the 
Latinx community.32

* Full funding assurance. Achiev-
ing a full count will require a variety 
of outreach methods to speak to hard-
to-count populations. For that reason, 
federal and state governments must 
increase funding for the Census, 
which will help ensure there are 
sufficient funds for paid media and 
for part-time Census takers to follow 
up with residents who have not yet 
responded to the Census. 

The 2020 Census will prove to 
be a pivotal moment for the Latinx 
community to define themselves as 
well as provide an opportunity for 
the Latinx community to secure eq-
uitable representation and resources. 
By being counted, Latinx people 
increase their visibility among power 
structures, forcing their needs and 
wants to be considered. The fate of 
this community’s future rests on the 
actions it takes today.
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Interview

Latinx Political Leadership—An 
Interview with California  
Secretary of State Alex Padilla
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at the John F. Kennedy School 
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University, where she is focusing 
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at Covered California, the health 
insurance marketplace under 
the Affordable Care Act. She 
also worked as a press aide for 
the California State Assembly, 
where she supported members’ 
communication strategy and 
outreach. She serves as the 
executive director of the Harvard 
Kennedy School Journal of Hispanic 
Policy and as a board member 
of Urbanability, a nonprofit 

consultancy that strives to improve 
neighborhoods from an urban-
planning perspective. She holds 
a master’s in city planning from 
Boston University and a bachelor of 
science in commerce from Santa 
Clara University.
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Bryan is a graduate student at 
the John F. Kennedy School of 
Government at Harvard University 
and the MIT Sloan School of 
Management. His focus is on 
economic justice and economic 
development issues. Prior to 
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graduate school, Bryan worked in 
financial services in New York City. 
He serves as co-editor-in-chief 
of the HKS Journal of Hispanic 
Policy and as co-lead of the MIT 
Fintech Conference. He holds a 
BS in economics from California 
Polytechnic, San Luis Obispo.

youngest member and the first 
Latino to serve in this capacity. In 
2006, Padilla was elected to the 
California State Senate and was 
reelected in 2010. Padilla previously 
served as president of the League of 
California Cities and president of 
the National Association of Latino 
Elected and Appointed Officials 
(NALEO).

You are one of the most prominent 
Latinx leaders in the country, espe-
cially in California. What does that 
mean to you?

The two terms that immediately 
come to mind are pride and respon-
sibility. I have the honor of being the 
first Latino elected to serve as the 
California secretary of state. And I 
think my election and re-election 
represent progress in terms of in-
creasing our community’s political 
participation and serving in leadership 
positions at all levels of government. 
The responsibility, though, is making 
sure it’s not just about achieving the 
office or winning the election. But 
rather what we do with this oppor-
tunity to serve and making sure that 
we do the job in a way that not only 
improves the quality of life for Latinos 
but for everybody. We take the oath 
of office to uphold the Constitution 
and represent everybody and serve 
everybody.

Alex Padilla is the first Latino sworn 
in as California secretary of state 
and has dedicated his career to 
public service. Padilla grew up in 
the working-class community of 
Pacoima, California, where he went 
on to graduate with a bachelor’s 
degree in mechanical engineering 
from the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology. At the age of 26, 
Padilla was elected to the Los 
Angeles City Council to represent 
the east San Fernando Valley 
community where he grew up. Two 
years later, his colleagues elected 
him to the first of three terms as 
council president, becoming the 
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What were the most significant chal-
lenges in your political career? From 
being elected to the Los Angeles 
City Council at 26, to the California 
State Senate, to now the California 
secretary of state? And what would 
be your advice to young Latinx folks 
who want to run for office but do 
not have a lot of role models in 
elected office?

Well, there are a lot more role 
models today than there were 25 years 
ago and a lot more than there were 
50 years ago. My advice would be to 
think big, be bold, and do the work.

When I think back to my first run 
for city council a little bit over 20 years 
ago, I heard it all. I heard “You’ve got 
great potential, but you’re too young,” 
or “You’re smart and you’re going 
to be great someday but not yet.” I 
guess I’m glad I didn’t take “no” for 
an answer. I knew what I wanted to 
do in terms of trying to uplift and 
represent my community. So, I kept 
at it. I asked for all those votes in that 
very first campaign and appreciated 
the voters for taking a chance on me 
at such a young age. 

And there were a lot of things I 
was up against. First, there was the 
age thing, where I was very young 
compared to other candidates and 
compared to the other members of the 
city council that I served with. The fact 
that I was Latino presented a different 
layer of challenges to overcome. Not 
so much in the community where I 

grew up, but in the political world 
and in other communities throughout 
the City of Los Angeles. Remember, 
this was Los Angeles circa 1998. It was 
very different than it is today. Today, 
people look at California and places 
like Los Angeles as very progressive. 
It’s the land of the resistance. When 
I announced my candidacy in 1998, 
it was still just a couple of years after 
the passage of Proposition 187 in 
California. Before the era of Trump, 
before SB 4 in Texas, before SB 1070 
in Arizona, there was Proposition 
187–a Latino and immigrant scape-
goating measure that people rallied 
around politically for their gain and 
on the backs of our community.

Running for office in the sec-
ond-largest city in America at both a 
young age and as a young Latino didn’t 
come without its challenges. I had to 
overcome perceptions, mispercep-
tions, judgements, threats to political 
institutions and political power. But 
I did it from the bottom up. I did it 
by doing the work—campaigning, 
going door to door every day for nine 
months and asking my friends and 
neighbors for the chance to represent 
our community.

And they gave me that chance. 
And then given that chance, I was 
not just content with celebrating the 
milestones of having been elected 
but doing the work once in office 
and earning respect amongst my col-
leagues and the broader public. It has 
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been more than 20 years. We’ve left a 
mark along the way, improving things 
at the city level when I was on city 
council and at the state level when I 
was in the state legislature and now 
statewide in this capacity.

Twenty-five years ago, Proposition 
187 was passed by California vot-
ers, which was one of the harshest 
anti-immigration measures. It was 
ultimately blocked by the courts, 
but it sparked grassroots organizing 
and civic engagement within the 
California Latinx community. Are 
you seeing any rise in civic engage-
ment within the Latinx community 
in California and nationally? If not, 
what can be done to spark a similar 
rise in civic engagement?

Yeah, I certainly see a lot of signs 
of it. I think that’s one of the valu-
able lessons of the Proposition 187 
experience in California. General-
ly speaking, our community had a 
choice to make. Do we put our head 
down and try to wait it out and just 
go about our business, while trying 
not to ruffle any feathers? Or do we 
stand up for ourselves and say “no, 
we’re not going to take it, we’re not 
going to stand for it anymore and try to 
change things through engagement”? 
You had hundreds of thousands, if not 
millions of people like my parents 
who had been here for many years 
as Democrats with no urgency to 
become citizens, for example. They 

finally took the steps to do so, not just 
to protect their status but so that they 
could register to vote. And so, they 
did. They’ve never missed an election 
since becoming citizens.

And you certainly have the younger 
generation, like myself at the time, 
who are a couple of years out of col-
lege or recently out of college deciding 
“you know what, that engineering 
degree from MIT sure looks good, but 
I need to do my part in the political 
process.” And I’ve stayed focused 
all those years in office on why I 
entered public service to begin with: 
for fairness and equality of all types.

And just in California, you may 
determine that we’ve made a tremen-
dous amount of progress and think 
those days are behind us. And lo and 
behold, 2016 brings us not only the 
candidacy of Donald Trump but the 
last several years of both policy and the 
political environment that has been 
created. So, I not only look to places 
like Arizona, Colorado, and Texas, for 
example, but places like Alabama, 
Georgia, and North Carolina, with 
relatively smaller but significantly 
growing Latino populations. And I do 
see organizing taking place. It makes 
me hopeful that not only those regions 
have a better future ahead but that 
nationally we’ll see the trend that we 
saw here in California.

Some people argue that demo-
graphics are going in that direction so 
it’s going to happen. Not true. Maybe 
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nation, the most diverse state of any 
state in the nation, and by far the 
largest hard-to-count population of 
any state in the nation. So, it really 
makes sense to invest. Why other 
states are not doing so is beyond me. 
I think it’s malpractice for any state 
to not want to invest in making sure 
they’re getting as much of a complete 
count as possible. All we can do is try 
to lead by example and do the work 
internally.

So as a state, how are we investing? 
The state dollars are separate and apart 
from what the US Census Bureau will 
do from their outreach and promotion. 
It’s separate and apart from what some 
foundations and philanthropic groups 
will invest in Census outreach and 
assistance. Through the state, there’s 
both statewide and some regional and 
local initiatives happening.  Tremen-
dous grants that had been awarded 
regionally across California to lead 
our organization that under them 
have these big coalitions of commu-
nity-based organizations that will work 
with local outreach strategies on how 
to get the word out, whether it’s phone 
banks, whether it’s community events 
or knocking on doors or whatever 
works for particular communities 
with the local trusted voices to get 
the word out in Census. That’s what 
we’re investing in.

What does that look like? It’s go-
ing to be different region by region 
because what works in a big city like 

Los Angeles is very different than what 
will work in rural agricultural towns in 
the Central Valley. And that’s different 
from San Francisco, which is different 
than Northern California that has 
been impacted by wildfires, which is 
different from the Inland Empire. We 
want to make sure that our strategies 
reflect what’s best locally. But some 
of the statewide initiatives are going 
to be some of the branding, some of 
the media, including social media. 
It’s going to be a good comprehensive 
plan at the end of the day.

There’s an increase in Latinx folks 
doing the work and getting elected 
to local and state offices that have 
been involved in activism, but there 
doesn’t seem to be a breakthrough 
at the federal level. The Senate only 
has four Latinx senators. There’s only 
one Latinx Hispanic governor across 
the states. We had a presidential 
candidate this cycle who ultimately 
didn’t get traction into the top tier. 
What do you think needs to change? 
And do you see 2020 as a turning 
point to gain more representation 
from Latinx folks at the national 
level in political office?

I think it is changing. I think we’re 
on the verge of a lot of significant 
progress in the next couple of election 
cycles because each day, each week, 
each month, each year, our commu-
nity continues to grow. And it’s one 
thing to grow in population, but it’s 
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more than just that. We’re growing in 
what is known as the citizen voting-age 
population—people who are eligible 
to register to vote. And that means that 
slowly but surely, the number of us 
registered to vote continues to grow.

It happens in some states more 
quickly than others. That’s why in 
California, in my secretary of state 
capacity, we’re going full-speed ahead 
on automatic registration, online 
registration, same-day registration, 
and preregistration to get as many 
people eligible on the rolls as possible. 
We’re doing everything we can do to 
make it easy for people to cast their 
ballot. So, as our community is an 
increasing part of the electorate, we 
have a bigger stake in the outcome 
of elections, not just on issues but on 
who the representatives are.

But I think we also need to pay 
attention to the candidate side of the 
equation. We do need to encourage 
more people to run, but also to be 
ever more prepared to run. There 
are candidates of all types. There are 
first-time candidates for office, maybe 
for school board, city council, or 
even Congress. And that’s great. But 
for most people to run for statewide 
office, whether it’s for the lieutenant 
governor, governor, or US Senate, 
politically speaking, it usually takes 
more than just ganas to run and to 
win.

We do need some experience. We 
do need some of that relationship. We 

need some of that track record that 
comes with having done the work 
for a bit. It shouldn’t take 50 years, 
but it usually takes more than just 1 
or 2 years of political involvement 
to be elected into one of the more 
significant offices like that. So I think 
as time goes on and we collectively 
have more people running, more 
people serving, more people doing 
the work, we’re going to have a lot 
more people in very viable or even 
stronger positions to make runs for 
higher office and winning in the 
coming years!
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