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LOOKING AHEAD

Upcoming elections will determine whether these
levels of representation improve or remain stagnant.
Though still early in the cycle, as of January 2024 there
are at least two Latinas running to be the first woman to
represent New Jersey in Congress, one for the U.S.
Senate and one for the U.S. House. It was not until
2014 that the first Black woman was elected to
Congress from New Jersey and 2017 that the first
Black woman was elected statewide. Additionally, no
Asian, Native, or Middle Eastern/North African women
have served at these levels of office in the Garden State.

A recent report on Latina congressional candidates by
Anna Sampaio (2023) uses interviews to outline both
obstacles to and opportunities for increasing Latina
representation. Latina candidates shared experiences of
discrimination and political hostility, as well as structural
marginalization consistent with previous research
showing unequal access for Latinas/os to elite political
and partisan networks. But Sampaio also describes
Latinas’ effective response to these obstacles,
identifying “comadrismo” - or the creation of
communities of care - among Latinas as both a tool for
coping as well as a pragmatic intervention to promote
and retain Latina political representation. This reliance

on informal networks of Latinas is consistent with findings
from Kelly Dittmar’s latest report for the Center for
American Women and Politics (CAWP), Rethinking
Women'’s Political Power (2023), which reveals similar
tactics employed by Latinas, Asian American, and Black
women candidates and officeholders whose political
support infrastructures remain less robust than their white
women peers.

The comadrismo fostered among Latina political leaders
signals just one of many opportunities for increasing
Latina political power and representation. Another
opportunity comes in expanding the sites for recruitment
and support at the candidate emergence stage. Previous
research has shown that the roots of Latina political
representation are in Latina community organizing,
involvement, and activism (e.g. Garcia et al. 2008). This
mode of political participation does not always translate
into candidacy, as Latina leaders may perceive
extra-institutional action as more influential than
officeholding (Phillips 2021). But recent elections have
proven the value and capacity for translating advocacy
into candidacy for women political leaders, Latinas
included. Tapping into these robust networks of political
women can help to build the pool of Latinas well-situated
to run and serve.




While political power can be exercised in many ways and through many roles - not just through
holding elective office - research consistently proves that representation matters among elected officials.
And this work extends to Latinas specifically. Research on Latina state legislators finds that their policy
preferences are distinct from their peers (Rocha and Wrinkle 201 1), and a recent book by Beth
Reingold, Kerry Haynie, and Kirsten Widner (2020) includes Latinas among the women of color state
legislators that they find are most likely to promote policies that serve groups that are multiply
disadvantaged, as well as sponsoring legislation that benefits not just the interests of women but also
those of racial and ethnic minorities. More qualitative and anecdotal evidence is widespread, showing
the value of distinct lived experiences, perspectives, and insights in shaping the representational impact
of Latina officeholders (see, for example, Dittmar, Sanbonmatsu, Carroll 2018).

Latina underrepresentation in New Jersey politics is glaring. The research tells us that while Latinas face
obstacles and barriers in achieving electoral success, the benefit for New Jersey of remedying this
underrepresentation is clear. In New Jersey specifically, this will require further research and
interventions at an organizational level. Looking forward, there are several paths for intervention

and improvement:

@ tis vital to support existing programs that recruit and support Latina candidates. These
programs, such as the Elections & Leadership Latina Academy (ELLA) Wins at CAWP’s Ready
to Run® campaign training, Latinas Building the Bench sponsored by Latina Civic Action, and
Latina Civic PAC, have been doing the work in New Jersey to not only provide knowledge for
Latinas looking to run for office but also create networks of support. Both are critical to the
success of Latina candidates.

Further, it is important to go beyond what is currently available by expanding the pool of
organizations and support for Latina candidates. This means making sure that Latina
candidates feel support broadly and not just within their own community. It also means

providing diverse forms of support, whether it be at the financial level or the organizational
level, that take into account the varied experiences of Latinas in New Jersey.

There must also be interventions to address state-specific obstacles to Latina candidates,
namely political party gatekeeping. The parties must make concerted efforts to recruit Latina
candidates, and work should also be done to demystify the process and dismantle barriers of
entry. The parties need to make intentional efforts to recruit and run Latinas in winnable races.
The current system not only centralizes decision making to party leaders, it also discourages
newcomer participation. While this discouragement affects all political newcomers, the data
in this report proves that Latinas distinctly suffer the effects.

While there is more work to be done, the Latinas that currently serve and have served historically in
New Jersey have made inroads into positions of power and influence despite the barriers. This is due in
part to the work that Latinas all over the state - officeholders and activists - have done to move the
needle further towards equal representation.
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