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State of Hispanic America: 
Working Toward a More Secure Future* 
In his seven years in offi  ce, President Obama has ensured signifi cant progress—
someti mes with the help of Congress and someti mes through necessary 
executi ve acti on—to open opportuniti es for all Americans to build bett er 
futures for themselves and their families. In his last State of the Union 
address, President Obama declared the state of our richly diverse nati on to 
be strong. However, he also highlighted the potenti al for growth. To do this, 
he outlined the need take deliberate acti on to extend opportunity to more 
people and to identi fy acti ons that will help ensure prosperity and security for 
generati ons to come. This charge resonates with the Lati no† community.

Lati nos have experienced signifi cant improvements during this administrati on. The 
Lati no unemployment rate is currently at its prerecession level. The Aff ordable 
Care Act has enabled four million uninsured Lati nos to gain health insurance. 
A recent tax deal made valuable tax credits permanent for about four million 
working Lati no families. Recently enacted biparti san legislati on will hold all states 
accountable for how well students who are learning English perform in schools. 
Finally, in the absence of a permanent legislati ve fi x, millions of American families 
and communiti es across the country have benefi tt ed and could potenti ally 
benefi t from deportati on relief due to executi ve acti ons on immigrati on. 

Sti ll, in the shadow of growing racial wealth inequality, hardworking Lati nos 
conti nue to face a number of daily obstacles that conti nue to limit their returns on 
this work. Factors including wage stagnati on, housing discriminati on, high levels 
of child hunger and obesity, and the rising cost of college not only make it diffi  cult 
for Lati nos to get ahead, but threaten progress made. Nati onal recovery from the 
Great Recession has not translated to a Lati no recovery of wealth lost during that 
ti me. In fact, wealth inequality has risen since the recession with the typical Hispanic 
family now having only 8% of the wealth of a typical White family. The signifi cance 
of the Lati no populati on’s current and projected contributi ons to this nati on’s 
workforce and nati onal prosperity makes clear that a more equitable and secure 

*  This analysis was authored by Samantha Vargas Poppe, Associate Director, Policy Analysis Center in the 
Nati onal Council of La Raza’s (NCLR) Offi  ce of Research, Advocacy, and Legislati on. NCLR is the largest nati onal 
Hispanic civil rights and advocacy organizati on in the United States. Permission to copy, disseminate, or 
otherwise use informati on from this paper is granted, provided that appropriate credit is given to NCLR.

†  The terms “Hispanic” and “Lati no” are used interchangeably by the U.S. Census Bureau and throughout this document to refer 
to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central American, Dominican, Spanish, and other Hispanic descent; they may be of 
any race.
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future requires inclusive policies that 
will strengthen the Lati no community. 

The president stressed that conti nued 
progress is not inevitable. There will 
be a new president, a new Congress, 
and new state and local governments 
in less than one year andwork must 
focus on extending the American values 
of equality and opportunity to more 
people. This includes policymakers 
working to protect programs that have 
already improved the lives of millions 
of Americans and embracing policies 
that will benefi t more hardworking 
Americans. Moving to tackle long-
standing issues like economic, 
educati onal, and health inequality can 
help extend opportunity to all and 
reach a stronger state of the union.  

This analysis provides an examinati on 
of key themes, as they relate 
to the U.S. Lati no populati on, 
included in President Obama’s 2016 
State of the Union address. 

ECONOMIC EQUALITY 
AND OPPORTUNITY

The U.S. economy conti nues to exhibit 
positi ve trends but amid evidence 
of a growing wealth inequality along 
racial and ethnic lines, it is criti cal to 
ensure that all Americans, including 
Lati nos, see equitable results from their 
hard work. Lati nos were one of the 
fi rst groups to return to prerecession 
unemployment rates. However, this 

was due in large part to strong job 
creati on in low-wage industries including 
retail and restaurants. Lati nos are 
disproporti onately represented in these 
industries and conti nue to watch their 
wages stagnate. In additi on to low 
wages, Lati nos face other challenges 
that contribute to growing wealth 
inequality, including low rates of 
homeownership and limited access to 
traditi onal banking products including 
reti rement savings. A late-2015 poll 
commissioned by NCLR showed that a 
large share of Lati nos (37%) reported 
that their personal economic situati on 
had not changed at all during the 
last year and 23% reported that their 
situati on had worsened. It is ti me for 
policymakers to conti nue eff orts to grow 
the economy and to turn their att enti on 
to ensuring that all Americans share 
in the benefi ts of economic growth.

• Raising the minimum wage to 
$12.00 and updati ng the overti me 
threshold could help working 
families fi nd greater fi nancial 
security. Voters in the 2014 midterm 
electi ons voted to increase the 
minimum wage in every place 
where it was on the ballot. It is 
ti me for Congress to follow suit and 
raise the federal minimum wage 
to at least $12.00 per hour. This 
acti on would benefi t 38% of Lati no 
workers and lift  a signifi cant share 
of working Lati nos out of poverty. 
Additi onally, Lati nos are anxiously 
awaiti ng a fi nal overti me rule that 
will recti fy an outdated policy to 
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raise salaries and compensate 
working families fairly for hard work. 

• Access to credit remains ti ght, 
locking many qualifi ed Lati no 
borrowers out of the housing 
market. Homeownership remains 
one of the traditi onal pathways 
to increased wealth in the Lati no 
community; however, lack of 
structural changes to the housing 
fi nance system adversely aff ects 
Lati nos. In 2014, Congress missed 
an opportunity to deliver systemic 
improvements to Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac, and in December’s 
omnibus spending bill, Congress 
prevented the administrati on from 
making structural changes to these 
enti ti es. All the while, mortgage 
originati ons for qualifi ed Lati no 
borrowers remain practi cally 
nonexistent. Congress must fi nd 
a way to increase access to credit 
for qualifi ed fi rst-ti me Lati no 
homebuyers. Further, the Federal 
Housing Finance Agency must make 
clear the GSEs “duty to serve” low- 
and moderate-income borrowers 
through its latest rulemaking.

• Preserving strong Wall Street 
oversight is criti cal to preventi ng 
another fi nancial crisis. Last 
December, Congress preserved key 
protecti ons for consumers that are 
contained in the 2010 Dodd-Frank 
Wall Street Reform and Consumer 
Protecti on Act, by refusing to roll 
them back in the FY 2015 omnibus 

spending bill. Dodd-Frank contains 
criti cal Wall Street reform and 
consumer protecti ons that are 
essenti al to preventi ng another 
fi nancial crisis. The Consumer 
Financial Protecti on Bureau, 
created under Dodd-Frank, has 
successfully protected consumers. 
Future rulemaking from the Bureau, 
including proposed changes to 
the payday lending and prepaid 
card markets, will be important 
for Lati no households, and help to 
ensure that they do not fall victi m 
to harmful and predatory practi ces 
in the fi nancial marketplace. 

• Providing savings opportuniti es 
for Lati no workers will strengthen 
reti rement security. Many Lati nos 
work in low-wage jobs with small, 
private companies or in industries 
where reti rement savings plans 
are not commonly off ered. 
Consequently, two-thirds of Lati nos 
do not have access to any type of 
employer-sponsored reti rement 
plan. The myRA plan, created by 
President Obama in 2014 under 
executi ve order, provides criti cal 
access to savings opportuniti es 
for workers whose companies do 
not off er reti rement programs. 
Additi onally, state-run reti rement 
plan proposals like California’s Secure 
Choice can enhance reti rement 
outcomes for workers who are 
most in need. A fi nal rule from the 
Department of Labor regarding 
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certain state plans will pave the way 
for millions of Lati nos to gain access 
to reti rement plans for the fi rst ti me.

EDUCATIONAL EQUITY

President Obama stressed that true 
opportunity requires that all Americans 
receive the educati on required to 
att ain a quality job. As the populati on 
of Lati nos, parti cularly young children, 
conti nues to grow, increasing 
educati onal access and outcomes among 
this populati on is necessary. The hard 
work of Lati no students and English 
learners and the eff ect of certain policies 
are evident in gains made in educati onal 
att ainment. Sti ll, it is clear that 
performance gaps across the educati onal 
pipeline remain from lower profi ciency 
on math and reading tests in elementary 
school to a disproporti onately high 
number of Lati no students leaving 
college with unmanageable debt and no 
degree. To att ain equitable opportunity, 
Congressional acti on and investment 
must aim to provide all students with 
necessary support. Recent eff orts, 
including biparti san reform of No Child 
Left  Behind, provide an important 
step to improve student performance 
and enhance high school graduati on 
rates. However, as more Lati nos enter 
college now than ever before, it is ti me 
to look to the future and examine how 
to eliminate gaps between Lati nos 
and other groups and improve their 
readiness for college and career.  

• Investment in early childhood 
educati on will help set young 
Lati nos on a path to educati onal 
success. Programs like Head Start are 
invaluable to the Lati no community; 
about one in three children 
enrolled in Head Start are Hispanic. 
Therefore, policymakers should 
prioriti ze allowable use of funds to 
increase Lati no student’s access to 
early childhood educati on programs. 
Additi onally, the eff orts to ensure 
that these programs are high-quality 
and led by knowledgeable, culturally 
competent teachers who eff ecti vely 
meet the needs of Lati no students 
and English learners are vital.

• Eff ecti ve implementati on of the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
will help ensure that Lati no children 
are fi nding success and not falling 
through the cracks. Implementati on 
of this biparti san law will help 
ensure that all Lati no students have 
access to the resources and support 
to meet challenging academic 
standards that prepare them for 
college and career. For the fi rst ti me, 
accountability provisions will help 
ensure that English learners, many 
of whom are Spanish-speakers, 
have an opportunity to succeed. 
However, eff ecti ve implementati on 
requires that states, districts, and 
schools diligently monitor the 
progress of Lati no and English 
learner students and take acti on 
when students are underperforming. 
Further, Lati no parents must be 
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engaged in ESSA implementati on 
and beyond so that they are 
informed partners in the educati on 
and success of their children. 

• Improving access to higher 
educati on, achieving aff ordability, 
and providing support for 
completi on will promote equitable 
opportunity for Lati nos. Our future 
workforce will require a greater 
share of workers with postsecondary 
educati on or training. With more 
Lati nos entering college but not 
completi ng a degree, policymakers 
must look to support this segment 
of students so that their hard work 
results in a degree and allows them 
to help fi ll the needs of a changing 
workforce. Reauthorizati on of the 
Higher Educati on Act to safeguard 
aff ordability, minimize debt 
burdens, and hold postsecondary 
systems accountable for increased 
access, retenti on, and graduati on 
of Lati no students can help reach 
this end. Additi onally, support 
for the conti nuing educati on of 
DREAMers and providing them 
with the necessary resources, 
including fi nancial aid, to access and 
succeed in postsecondary setti  ngs 
is criti cal for the nati on’s future.

HEALTH AND WELLNESS

Americans have experienced a 
signifi cant reducti on in the number of 
uninsured individuals, largely due to 
the Aff ordable Care Act (ACA). Despite 
ongoing challenges to ACA, it remains 
law and is helping to provide coverage 
to more than four million previously 
uninsured Lati nos. Policymakers must 
maintain initi al gains made possible by 
ACA and work to ensure even greater 
numbers of Americans, including 
Lati nos, experience new opti ons for 
quality, aff ordable, and accessible 
health coverage. The Lati no community 
is the youngest and fastest-growing 
populati on in the country; as such, 
the future and success of the United 
States is linked to the health and well-
being of the Lati no community. Healthy 
individuals are more likely to have 
bett er outcomes in terms of educati onal 
and fi nancial outcomes. Therefore, a 
healthy Lati no community means a 
healthier, more prosperous America.

• The ACA has resulted in historic 
coverage gains for the Lati no 
community, but more must be done 
to ensure that the promise of this 
law reaches all who are eligible. 
Since implementati on of the ACA, 
four million uninsured Lati nos 
have gained health insurance, 
and thousands more have gained 
coverage so far during this current 
open enrollment period. Sti ll, 
there is room for improvement as 
Lati nos remain the most uninsured 
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populati on in the United States, 
with around one in fi ve Lati nos 
lacking health insurance. This 
is signifi cantly higher than the 
nati onal average of about 10%. 
However, f ull implementati on 
of ACA’s Medicaid expansion 
remains unfi nished business in 
states like Texas and Florida that 
have failed to pass Medicaid 
expansion, leaving 700,000 Lati nos 
without access to health care.  

• Access to aff ordable, healthy 
food is vital to sustaining healthy 
Lati no communiti es and families. 
Lati nos, parti cularly children and 
youth, experience poor nutriti on 
at higher rates than their peers. In 
2013, nearly one in four Hispanic 
households reported not having 
enough to eat during the year, 
more than twice the rate that 
White families reported (11%). Poor 
nutriti on and hunger contributes 
to the high rate of overweight 
Lati no youth (about 40% of Lati no 
youth are overweight or obese, 
compared to 28% of White youth). 
Health consequences from being 
overweight or obese also aff ect 
Hispanic youth at higher rates 
than their White counterparts. 
As a populati on that suff ers 
disproporti onately from chronic 
and largely preventable diseases, 
Lati nos, parti cularly children, greatly 
benefi t from quality nutriti on 
services. Therefore, maintaining 

and strengthening child nutriti on 
programs is parti cularly important 
for Lati no children and their ability 
to lead healthy, producti ve lives. 

HUMAN RIGHTS 

President Obama lift ed up diversity as 
one of our nati on’s unique strengths 
and something that will help this 
country remain strong now and in future 
generati ons. Our nati on conti nues to 
hold promise for new immigrants despite 
increasingly negati ve rhetoric and 
congressional inacti on on a permanent 
legislati ve fi x to update an ineff ecti ve 
immigrati on system. Implementati on 
of the president’s administrati ve 
relief is currently on hold, pending a 
court ruling. The administrati on has 
moved forward expediti ously to ask 
the Supreme Court to review the 
pending case and a favorable ruling will 
provide relief to families and benefi t 
our nati on. Rather than challenge 
immigrati on relief, Congress must work 
to provide bett er alternati ves and 
soluti ons that will conti nue to embrace 
diversity and off er opportunity.

• President Obama’s administrati ve 
acti on on immigrati on is good for 
American families, can make our econ-
omy stronger, and improve nati onal 
security. About 5.2 million hardworking 
individuals in this country stand to re-
ceive temporary relief from deportati on; 
their families deserve to live without 
the fear of losing a loved one to depor-
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tati on. There are economic benefi ts 
related to having immigrants who are 
already working in this country to do 
so legally. For example, this adminis-
trati ve relief can lead to increased tax 
contributi ons. While undocumented 
workers already contribute about $10.6 
billion in state and local taxes, the 
program is projected to increase their 
income tax contributi ons by about 
$2.9 billion in the first year and $21.2 
billion in fi ve years. Finally, allowing 
immigrants to go through background 
checks could lead to the added nati onal 
security benefi t of identi fying individ-
uals who pose true security concerns.

• Anyone with a well-founded fear 
of persecuti on in their home 
countries should not be deported. 
Recent turmoil in other countries 
has sent many immigrants fl eeing 
their homes to seek safety. This 
includes many Central American 
families who have fl ed widespread 
violence throughout the region. The 
strategy of using community raids to 
target undocumented immigrants is 
inhumane and undermines the rights 
of U.S. citi zen and lawful permanent 
resident family members, as well 
as innocent bystanders. These 
types of raids undercut trust 
between law enforcement and the 
community, deterring people from 
reporti ng crimes or other threats 
to public safety. They ulti mately 
make all Americans less secure.


