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About the Greater Boston Latino Network
	 The	 Greater	 Boston	 Latino	 Network	 (GBLN)	 is	 a	 collective	 effort	 of	 Latino-led	 community-based														

organizations	 in	 Boston,	 Chelsea,	 and	 Somerville	 working	 in	 partnership	 to	 address	 historical	 under- 

representation of Latinos in leadership roles across the cities of Boston, Chelsea, Somerville, and the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

	 Our	mission	 is	 to	promote	Latino/a	 leadership	 in	decision-making	positions	at	 the	 local	 and	 state 

level–from	 city	 halls	 and	 local	 boards	 and	 commissions	 to	 state	 agencies	—and	 to	 increase	 funding	 and 

resources	to	build	the	capacity	for	Latino-led	organizations	in	Massachusetts.		We	advocate	for	policies	and	

initiatives	that	will	advance	and	benefit	the	Latino	community	in	Massachusetts.		

Members of the Greater Boston Latino Network are:

	 As	 part	 of	 this	 collective	 effort,	 the	 GBLN	 commissioned	 a	 study	 to	 analyze	 the	 Latino	 pres-

ence	 in	decision-making	at	 the	municipal	 level.	The Silent Crisis: Including Latinos and Why It Matters is the 

report that resulted from the study and it portrays the current lack of Latinos in leadership positions in three 

cities: Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville. We acknowledge that this shortage is not unique to the current city 

administrations—it	 has	 been	 a	 historical	 problem.	 The	 intention	 of	 this	 report	 is	 to	 show	 the	 state	 of	 

Latinos	 in	decision-making	positions	 in	city	government.	 It	 is	 intended	 to	spark	dialogue	with	 these	 three 

cities	 and	 collaboratively	 work	 in	 finding	 solutions	 for	 dealing	 with	 the	 existing	 challenge	 of	 the	 under- 

representation	 of	 Latinos/as	 in	 positions	 of	 leadership.	We	 think	 that	 this	 report	 should	 be	 taken	 as	 an	 

opportunity	to	begin	including	Latinos	in	City	Halls.	GBLN	is	looking	forward	to	working	with	the	three	cities	

in	finding	pro-active	solutions.	We	know	that	this	complex	problem	will	not	be	solved	overnight	but	we	are	

confident	that	in	partnership	we	can	address	it	and	solve	it.

	 This	study	was	conducted	by	Prof.	Miren	Uriarte,	Prof.	 Jim	 Jennings,	and	 Jen	Douglas	with	support	

from the Barr Foundation. The views expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily 

reflect	the	views	of	the	Barr	Foundation.

•	 Centro Latino 

•	 Centro Presente   

•	 Chelsea	Collaborative

•	 East Boston Ecumenical Community Council

•	 Hyde	Square	Task	Force

•	 IBA—Inquilinos	Boricuas	en	Acción

•	 La	Alianza	Hispana

•	 Neighbor	to	Neighbor	Massachusetts

•	 Oiste?

•	 Sociedad Latina

•	 South	Boston	en	Acción
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The Silent Crisis:
Including Latinos and Why It Matters

Representation in Executive Positions, Boards, and Commissions
in the City Governments of Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville

Miren Uriarte, James Jennings, and Jen Douglas

Executive Summary
 The Silent Crisis: Involving Latinos in Decision-Making & Why Latino Representation Matters provides 

a	 measure	 of	 the	 economic,	 social,	 and	 political	 inclusion	 of	 Latinos	 at	 mid-decade	 in	 three	 cities	 of	

the	 Commonwealth	 where	 about	 one	 fourth	 of	 the	 state’s	 Latino	 population	 lives.	 Often	 wrongly 

referred	 to	 as	 a	 “new	 population,”	 Latinos	 have	 been	 present	 in	 Massachusetts	 since	 the	 end	 of	 the	

19th	 century,	 arriving	 in	 large	 numbers	 beginning	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s	 and	 growing	 to	 nearly 

630,000	 persons	 (9.6%	 of	 the	 population)	 by	 2010.	 That	 same	 year,	 they	 accounted	 for	 62.1%	 of	 the 

population of Chelsea, 17.5% of the population of Boston, and 10.6% of the population of Somerville.

 The report focuses on reflective representation, that is, the type of representation that seeks to 

reflect	 the	demography	of	a	certain	group	or	population.	 It	defines	representation	of	Latinos	 in	executive 

positions	in	city	government	and	among	members	of	boards	and	commissions	in	relation	to	the	representation 

of	 Latinos	 in	 the	 overall	 population	 of	 the	 cities.	 It	 identifies	 under-representation when the level of 

representation	in	government	bodies	fall	below	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	of	each	city.	The	

report	utilizes	census	data	 to	describe	 the	population	of	each	city;	each	city’s	publicly	available	data	on 

specific	 executive	 positions	 and	 boards	 and	 commissions;	 and	 interviews	 conducted	with	 government	

officials	in	the	cities.	

Representation of Latinos in the Population and on Executive Positions and Boards and 
Commissions in City Government. Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville.

Boston Chelsea Somerville

Proportion of Latinos in the population 17.5% 62.1% 10.6%

Proportion of Latinos in executive positions in city government 7.5% 14.3% 0.0%

Proportion	of	Latinos	serving	on	boards	and	commissions	in	city	government 7.1% 10.9% 1.7%
Sources:	Census	2010,	city	websites,	and	data	gathered	from	city	agencies

 The report demonstrates that while the Latino presence in each of these cities has grown and 

become	increasingly	evident,	the	presence	of	Latinos	in	city	government	has	not	kept	pace.	Instead,	in	each	

city,	we	find	a	gap	between	the	presence	and	growth	of	Latino	communities	and	their	representation	in	the	

halls of government.

	 In	 the	 case	 of	 Boston,	 home	 to	 the	 largest	 total	 number	 of	 Latinos	 in	Massachusetts	 (107,917	 in	

2010),	the	report	documents	a	definite	and	measurable	under-representation	of	Latinos.	The	Mayor’s	cabinet 

includes	five	senior	members	of	the	Mayor’s	staff,	none	of	whom	are	Latino,	and	10	chiefs,	only	one	of	whom	

is	Latino.	Overall,	although	Latinos	are	17.5%	of	the	population	of	Boston,	they	hold	just	7.5%	of	executive	

positions	in	city	government	and	occupy	only	7.1%	of	seats	on	city	boards	and	commissions.	

	 In	Chelsea,	one	of	the	two	majority-Latino	cities	 in	Massachusetts,	Latinos	currently	compose	over	

60%	of	 the	population,	with	substantial	growth	 (by	28.8%)	of	 their	population	share	since	2000.	However,	

Chelsea’s	 overwhelmingly	 Latino	population	 is	 not	 yet	 reflected	 in	 the	make-up	of	 the	 city’s	 government.	

Latinos represent 14.3% of the appointments to executive positions in city government and 10.9% of the 

appointments	 to	 boards	 and	 commissions	 in	 the	 city.	 Although	 the	 Latino	 representation	 in	 executive 

positions	 in	 Chelsea	 is	 almost	 twice	 that	 found	 in	 Boston,	 the	 gap	 between	 the	 proportion	 in	 executive 

positions and the proportion of Latinos in the population of the city is much wider in Chelsea, signaling a 

stronger	exclusion	at	this	level	than	was	observed	in	Boston.	

 Somerville’s Latino population is smaller than that of the other two cities (at 10.6% of the total 

population)	and	more	recently	settled,	reaching	significant	numbers	in	the	1980s	as	Somerville	became	

a “sanctuary city” for refugees from the wars in Central America. In Somerville, the report documents a 

definite	and	measurable	under-representation	of	Latinos:	there	is	a	total	absence	of	Latinos	in	executive 

positions	and	minimal	 (1.7%)	representation	of	Latinos	as	members	of	boards	and	commissions	 in	

city government. 

Inclusive Government Is Better Government

 While the Latino population in each of these cities is distinct in size, region of origin, and history of 

arrival,	by	examining	these	municipalities	through	the	lens	of	Latino	representation	we	reveal	a	feature	shared	

in	common	by	all	 three:	 the	characteristics	of	 those	who	govern	and	those	who	are	governed	differ.	 	The 

literature	 on	 representation	 suggests	 that	 inclusion	 matters.	 	 Representative	 bureaucracies	 are	 more 

likely	to	pursue	the	changes	to	policies,	programs,	and	practices	that	are	necessary	to	remedy	inequitable 

outcomes and serve particular needs of underrepresented communities. The research shows that the 

benefits	of	representation	(like	improved	student	performance)	are	broadly	shared	with	other	minority	and	

nonminority	groups.		In	these	three	cities,	inclusion	of	Latinos	may	have	consequences	not	only	for	this	group—

whose	contribution	are	recognized	and	whose	needs	may	be	more	effectively	met	as	a	result—but	also	in	the 

overall	functioning	of	city	government	and	its	agencies.	A	representative	bureaucracy	suggests	that	everyone	

is	included	and	lends	considerable	legitimacy	to	bureaucracies.	

 Given the growing presence of Latinos, government agencies working directly or indirectly in the 

areas	 of	 economic	development,	 housing,	 education,	 health	 and	human	 services,	 and	public	 safety	will 

likely	be	successful	 in	their	missions	only	if	they	can	effectively	address	the	needs	of	all	the	residents	of	

their respective cities. 
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Recommendations for the three cities include:

1. Pursue the inclusion of Latinos at the leadership level.

•	 Adopt a vision statement endorsing the importance of greater governmental representativeness 

of a changing demography.

•	 Adopt	a	formal	city-wide	outreach	strategy	for	the	recruitment	of	Latinos	with	requisite	skills	and	

experience	and	who	also	have	an	understanding	of	community-based	issues	both	for	positions	

in city government departments and for appointments to Boards and Commissions.

•	 Create	an	explicit	goal	to	develop	a	“critical	mass”	of	Latino	leaders,	whose	influence	can	be	felt	

in improved outcomes for Latino residents.

•	 Develop	a	process	of	oversight	and	accountability	that	will	monitor	the	city-wide	outreach	and	

appointment	strategy	in	collaboration	with	community	organizations	and	leaders		

2. Support city employees in adopting an advocacy role and actively
representing Latinos.

•	 Encourage the formation of internal political supports, like independent networks and 

associations of Latino employees or employees of color.

•	 Establish	objectives	that	make	the	work	of	increasing	the	involvement	of	Latinos	and	improving	

services to Latino communities an explicit part of agency and individual expectations.  

•	 Target	initial	efforts	in	substantive	areas	in	which	Latino	communities	have	a	particular	stake,	

including housing, education, and economic development.

3. Leverage efforts at the leadership level to pursue a more inclusive bureaucracy at 
all staffing levels.

•	 For	leaders	with	a	role	in	hiring,	support	them	in	pursuing	a	more	inclusive	staff	throughout	an	

agency’s workforce.

Recommendations for communities and constituencies include: 

1. Be organized and vocal. 

•	 Make	specific	demands	to	which	leaders	must	respond.	

•	 Anticipate the “nonlinear” nature of change, including potential declines in service outcomes as 

small	numbers	of	Latinos	assume	bureaucratic	roles,	and	continue	to	press	for	inclusive 

government,	working	toward	the	“critical	mass”	with	the	capacity	to	effect	change.

2. Build alliances with other groups that also are under-represented in municipal 
leadership,	and	also	stand	to	benefit	from	increased	inclusion	and	active	representation	
(important	in	any	event,	but	most	relevant	in	Boston	and	Somerville	of	the	three	cities).

•	 Strategize to avoid competition for limited leadership positions.

•	 Work	collaboratively	for	a	broadly	inclusive	workforce	and	for	service	improvements	to 

communities,	recognizing	that	all	residents	will	likely	benefit.

3.  Collaborate with the cities in developing goals, strategies, and oversight 
for	their	efforts	to	diversify	their	workforces	and,	specifically,	the	representation	of 
Latinos in the city workforce and on Boards and Commissions advising the work of 
the cities’ departments.

•	 Continue	to	review	the	taxonomy	of	boards	and	commissions	in	order	to	determine	their 

salience	in	terms	of	Latino	living	conditions	and	monitor	the	openings	in	these	boards.

•	 Develop	a	listing	of	persons	knowledgeable	about	the	community’s	issues	who	are	willing	to 

volunteer	for	boards	and	commissions	and/or	be	employed	to	provide	service	in	city	government.
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I.  Introduction
  The full inclusion of Latinos1 into the economic, social, and political landscape of the Commonwealth 

is	a	 long-term	concern	of	Latinos	across	Massachusetts.	Often	wrongly	referred	to	as	a	 “new	population,” 

Latinos	have	been	present	in	the	region	since	the	end	of	the	19th	century,	arriving	in	large	numbers	beginning	

in	the	1960s	and	1970s	and	growing	to	close	to	630,000	persons	(or	9.6%	of	the	state’s	population)	by	2010.	

Today,	Latinos	congregate	in	sizeable	communities	in	most	cities	in	the	state	including	Boston,	Springfield,	

Lawrence, Worcester, Brockton, and Chelsea. 

	 The	Latino	presence	across	the	state	has	become	increasingly	evident,	but	the	insertion	of	Latinos	

into	social	and	political	institutions	has	not.	In	fact,	the	struggle	of	Latinos	in	this	regard—from	the	earliest	

days	in	the	region—is	well	documented.	Uriarte,	Osterman,	and	Melendez	(1993),	in	a	monograph	produced	

for	The	Boston	Foundation’s	Persistent	Poverty	Project,	documented	both	the	sharpness	of	the	exclusion	that	

greeted Latinos and the ways in which Latinos developed their own organizations to address the exclusion 

they faced from the social institutions of the city. In a 2001 study of social capital in Boston, also for The 

Boston	Foundation,	Lane	 reported	on	 the	barriers	Latinos	 faced	 in	engaging	 in	 the	social	and	civic	 life	of	

the city, concluding that the isolation of Latinos required “close examination and a new level of concerted 

response” (Lane & Currivan, 2001, p. 15). A few years later, in a 2002 study of political representation of Latinos 

in	Massachusetts,	Hardy-Fanta	noted	the	dearth	of	executive	appointments	or	appointments	to	boards	and	

commissions	in	state	government,	labeling	the	under-representation	of	Latinos	“severe”	(Hardy-Fanta,	2002,	

p.	4).	She	reprised	this	analysis	(with	Stewartson)	in	2007	and	documented	a	similar	absence	of	Latinos	in	the	

leadership	positions	and	corporate	boards	of	the	Boston	Globe	100	companies,	of	hospitals,	of	institutions	of	

higher	education,	and	of	cultural	institutions	in	the	state	(Hardy-Fanta	&	Stewartson,	2007).

Table 1. Growth of the Latino Population. Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville, 2000 to 2010

2000 2010 Growth

2000-2010
Latino 

Population % Latino
Latino 

Population % Latino
Massachusetts 428,729 6.8 627,654 9.6 46.4%

Boston 85,089 14.4 107,917 17.5 26.8%

Chelsea 16,948 48.4 22,870 62.1 34.9%

Somerville 6,786 8.8 8,173 10.6 20.4%

Sources: Census 2000 and Census 2010

1	The	term	“Latino”	aggregates	persons	of	Latin	American	background	living	in	the	U.S.	Latinos	can	originate	from	any	one	of	the	21 
Spanish-speaking	nations	in	North,	Central,	and	South	American	and	the	Caribbean.	It	is	a	term	of	ethnicity	(not	race)	and	Latinos	can	
be	of	any	race.	Portuguese-speaking	Latin	Americans	from	Brazil,	although	often	counted	as	“Latinos,”	are	not	included	in	this	study.	
The	terms	Latinos	and	Hispanics	are	used	interchangeably.

 The growth of the Latino population represents a powerful argument for fuller inclusion in 

decision-making	on	 social,	 economic,	 and	political	 issues.	But	 it	 is	 not	 only	 growth	 that	 is	 at	 issue	here.	

Latino	communities	are	also	changing	in	ways	that	make	them	more	diverse;	this	leads	to	calls	for	greater 

understanding	 of	 their	 characteristics	 so	 that	 city	 services	 can	 be	 effective.	 For	 example,	 for	 decades	

the Latino population was largely of Puerto Rican descent, a group that is not immigrant. Today, large 

proportions	of	Latinos	 living	 in	Massachusetts	 come	 from	 the	Dominican	Republic,	Central	America,	and	

Colombia,	increasing	the	proportion	of	immigrants	in	the	population	and	thrusting	it	into	the	patchwork	of	

policies	and	practices	that	result	from	unresolved	conflicts	in	immigration	policy.	Similarly	complex	is	the	

overwhelming proportion of children and young persons in the Latino population compared to the overall 

population	of	the	state.	As	reported	in	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau’s	Decennial	Census	of	2010,	almost	50%	of 

Latinos	in	Massachusetts	are	under	age	25	(47.6%)	and	32%	are	under	18	years	of	age;	for	the	older	non-Latino 

population young persons under 25 account for only 27.5% and those under 18 account for only 18.5%. 

These	 social	 and	demographic	 developments	 add	urgency	 regarding	 policies	 and	practices	 affecting	 the	

availability	of	early	education,	 the	 low	educational	outcomes	for	Latino	school	children,	and	often-erratic	

school-to-college	and	school-to-work	transitions	for	Latino	youth.

Why Does Representation Matter?

 Both	 in	 the	 public	 and	 in	 the	 academic	 spheres,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 continued	 focus	 on	 the 

“representation”	of	groups	defined	by	gender,	race,	and	ethnicity	in	the	government	bureaucracies	that	serve	

them.	Though	by	no	means	universally	held,	 the	general	public	assumption	 is	 that	 these	groups	are	well	

represented	and	well	served	when	there	are	persons	of	their	group	within	the	bureaucracy,	because	they	

will look out for their interests as policy is developed and implemented. “Representation” has meaning as a 

symbol	of	inclusion,	and	as	a	measure	of	empowerment,	of	under-represented	groups.	

Researchers generally agree. They use the term passive or reflective representation	 (Evans,	 1974; 

Riccucci & Saidel, 1997) to	describe	a	bureaucracy	that	is	reflective	of	the	population,	such	that	demographic 

differences—of	 race,	 ethnicity,	 and	 gender—are	 distributed	 similarly	 in	 the	 bureaucracy	 to	 their 

distribution	 in	 the	 represented	 population.	 A	 bureaucracy	 is	 reflective	 when	 “the	 personnel	 who	 staff 

administrative	 agencies	 reflect	 the	demographic	 characteristics	 of	 the	public	 they	 serve”	 (Sowa	&	Selden,	

2003, p. 700). The evidence from the research literature suggests three key reasons why inclusion matters.

First, a representative bureaucracy confers important significant symbolic benefits. Evidence 

indicates that, when the government workforce mirrors the society, it suggests that everyone is included and 
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lends	considerable	legitimacy	to	bureaucracies.	Constituents	and	clients	tend	to	perceive	that	people	who	are	

like	themselves	will	be	more	empathetic	to	their	needs	and	circumstances	(e.g.,	Lim,	2006;	Marvel	&	Resh,	

2013;	Smith	&	Monaghan,	2013).	“The	composition	of	government	work	forces	...	serves	as	an	indicator	of	

equality	of	opportunity	and	access”	and	“can	promote	the	legitimacy	of	government	bureaucracies”	(Riccucci	

& Saidel, 1997, p. 423). In one study of government services, even when clients did not directly experience 

empathic understanding from persons of similar race or ethnicity, they still placed value on their presence 

within	the	organization	(Watkins-Hayes,	2011).	

Second, bureaucrats from underserved groups have been observed to yield benefits for their 

communities, and in many instances the benefits are broadly shared with other groups. Overall, 

the	presence	of	Latinos	or	Blacks	or	women	in	bureaucracies	is	associated	with	substantive	benefits	and	a 

decrease	 in	 disparate	 treatment	 for	 the	 group	 that	 is	 better	 included.	 Theobald	 (2004	 pp.	 8,	 20–21),	 for 

example,	 documented	 how	 in	 California	 the	 presence	 of	 Latino	 decision-makers	 was	 associated	 with 

sustained	bilingual	education	despite	declining	state	support	for	such	programs.	Similar	findings	come	from	

studies	of	teachers	in	Texas	(Meier	&	Bohte,	2001)	and	administrators	who	made	loans	at	the	Farmer’s	Home	

Administration (Sowa & Selden, 2003) among others.

Research	 also	 shows	 that	 inclusive	 bureaucracies	 are	 more	 responsive	 and	 accountable	 to	 the 

citizenry,	 are	more	 successful	 at	 meeting	 public	 needs,	 and/or	 demonstrably	 improve	 outcomes—either	

for	the	now	better-represented	groups	or	for	the	public	at	large	(Evans,	1974;	Riccucci	&	Saidel,	1997).	For 

example,	in	a	study	of	large,	multi-racial	Texas	school	districts,	student	performance	improved	for	Anglos,	African 

Americans, and Latinos when the percentage of African American and Latino teachers was increased 

(Meier, Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). In this and other instances documented outcomes for all groups improve 

after	passive	representation	of	groups	of	color	is	increased	(Meier,	McClain,	Polinard,	&	Wrinkle,	2004;	Meier, 

Wrinkle, & Polinard, 1999). 

	 Scholars	 whose	 research	 reveals	 a	 negative	 relationship	 between	 reflective	 representation	 and 

outcomes	are	in	the	minority	in	the	representative	bureaucracy	literature.	Their	work	largely	focuses	on	the	

issues	faced	in	the	process	of	making	the	public	workforce	more	diverse.	For	example,	Pitts	and	Jarry	describe	

lessons	from	the	management	 literature	showing	“consistently	that	process-oriented	difficulties	 in	diverse	

work groups lead to performance issues” (Pitts & Jarry, 2007, p. 249). 

A third reason why inclusion matters is that an unrepresentative bureaucracy is unlikely to 

pursue changes to policies, programs, and practices that are necessary to remedy inequitable 

outcomes and serve particular needs of under-served and under-represented communities. Research 

indicates	that,	in	general,	bureaucrats	from	majority	groups	less	readily	use	their	“discretion	to	act	on	behalf	

of minority clients” (Marvel & Resh, 2013, pp. 9–10). 

 In short, a municipal bureaucracy that reflects the demographic characteristics of the public it 

serves is more likely to govern effectively, while an unrepresentative bureaucracy will be persistently 

thwarted in that objective.

However,	the	research	on	representative	bureaucracy	also	signals	that	a	bureaucrat’s	individual	racial	

and	ethnic	characteristics	alone	are	not	sufficient	for	improved	outcomes	for	the	under-represented	or	for	

the	development	of	more	effective	governance.	Whether	or	not	the	bureaucrat	from	the	under-represented	

group	embraces	an	advocacy	role,	and	whether	the	institutional	context	allows	the	individual	to	make	change,	

will shape how representation occurs. The literature refers to this action to change policy and practice in 

ways	that	improve	services	to,	and	outcomes	for,	a	group	that	was	previously	under-represented	as	active 

representation	 (Meier	 &	 Bohte,	 2001;	 Wilkins	 &	 Williams,	 2008).	 Substantive	 effects	 seem	 to	 require	 the 

presence	 in	 the	 bureaucracy	 of	 persons	 from	 under-represented	 groups—together	 with	 a	 broad 

commitment	to	the	development	and	implementation	of	policies	that	welcome	newly-included	groups	and	

allow	change	to	take	place.	One	or	the	other	alone	is	likely	insufficient.	

Below, we present the evidence on inclusion in Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville. Each city falls short 

on	the	inclusion	—i.e.,	the	reflective	representation	—of	Latinos.	Recognizing	that	the	simple	inclusion	of	Lati-

no	persons	in	the	bureaucracy	is	at	once	a	fundamental and an insufficient step toward active representation, 

we	conclude	with	strategy	recommendations	to	maximize	the	potential	 for	Latino	city	workers	to	become	

active	representatives	and	for	bureaucracies	to	transform	in	ways	that	serve	Latino	and	all	residents	more	

effectively.
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II.  The Study
 The Silent Crisis: Involving Latinos in Decision-Making & Why Latino Representation Matters seeks to 

document the representation of Latinos in city government in three Eastern Massachusetts cities where 

significant	number	of	Latinos	reside.	It	focuses	on	reflective representation, that is, the type of representation 

that	seeks	to	reflect	the	demography	of	a	certain	group	or	population.		It	explores	the	reflective	representation 

of	Latinos	in	the	city	governments	of	these	cities	by	focusing	on	the	following	questions:

What is the level of representation of Latinos in executive positions in the government of the cities of Boston, 

Chelsea, and Somerville and does it reflect the proportion of Latinos in the overall population of these cities?

What is the level of representation of Latinos on boards and commissions in the government of these three 

cities and does it reflect the proportion of Latinos in the total population of these cities?  

	 The	 study	 defines	 representation	 of	 Latinos	 in	 executive	 positions	 in	 city	 government	 and	

among	members	 of	 boards	 and	 commissions	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 representation	 of	 Latinos	 in	 the	 overall 

population	of	the	cities.	We	define	under-representation	as	the	level	of	representation	in	government	bodies	

that	fall	below	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	of	each	city	and	full representation as the level of 

representation that is near to, or equal to, the proportion of Latinos in a city’s population. A representation 

gap	was	identified	when	there	was	a	difference	between	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	and	their	

representation	in	city	government	bodies	and	positions.	It	was	measured	as	the	difference	in	percentage	

points	between	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	and	in	the	city	government	bodies	and	positions.	

 The	research	uses	publicly	available	data	and	phone	interviews	conducted	with	government	officials	

in	the	three	cities	to	develop	demographic	profiles	for	each	of	the	cities	and	identify	city	departments	and	

their	leadership	and	boards	and	commissions	and	their	memberships.	The	following	sources	of	information	

were used:

•	 For our demographic analysis,	we	use	data	from	the	U.S.	Census	Bureau,	specifically,	the	2000	and	2010	

Decennial	Censuses,	the	American	Community	Survey	5-Year	Estimates	for	2007–2011	and		2008–2012,	

and	the	American	Community	Survey	2007–2011	Public	Use	Microdata	Samples	(PUMS).2 

•	 For the analysis of representation in executive positions in city government, we use listings of city 

departments	available	in	each	city’s	website.	The	name	of	the	occupant	of	leadership	positions	in	each	

department	was	obtained	from	public	sources	such	as	websites	and	the	press	and	by	phone	inquiries	to	

2  Data	collected	and	reported	under	the	2010	Decennial	Census	represent	a	direct	counting	of	people	and	households.	Data	collected	
under the American Community Survey are estimates of population characteristics and are useful in order to capture “snapshots” of the 
social, demographic, education, and housing characteristics of Latinos. (Since the ACS data are estimates, margins of errors are reported 
for	values;	these	are	available	on	the	American	Fact	Finder	website.)	Information	about	other	groups	may	be	included	for	the	purpose	
of comparison. 

the appropriate departments. 

•	 The analysis of representation in the cities’ boards, commissions, and authorities	 began	 with	

the	development	of	a	 listing	of	all	boards	and	commissions,	classifying	these	by	types	based	on	their 

mission.	 	We	determined	 the	appointing	authority	 and	any	 restrictions	on	 the	membership	 for	 each	

board	or	commission	in	order	to	ascertain	the	degree	of	discretion	in	appointments	permitted	by	the	

charter,	trust,	or	ordinance	governing	them.	There	is	a	wide	range	of	types	of	boards	and	commissions	

operating	in	cities	across	the	nation	and,	indeed,	types	and	definitions	of	types	varied	across	the	three	

cities	focused	upon	in	this	report.	We	classified	boards	and	commissions	in	the	following	way:3

o Advisory:	 provide	 advice	 to	 city	 policy-makers,	 conduct	 research,	 and	 provide	 residents’	 or 

professionals’ perspectives on an issue. 

o Managerial4:	have	administrative	duties,	have	oversight	or	supervisory	responsibilities,	may	allocate	

funding	within	some	programs,	and	are	authorized	to	develop	policy	in	specific	areas.

o Regulatory:	quasi-judicial	bodies	that	exercise	regulatory	authority,	have	power	to	make	rulings	and	

impose	penalties	based	on	the	city’s	laws,	and	are	authorized	to	develop	policy	in	specific	areas.

o Trustee:	boards	that	act	as	trustees	over	city	trust	funds.

o Non-profit boards of directors:	have	managerial	and	fiduciary	oversight	of	non-profits	affiliated	

with city departments.

The	current	membership	of	boards	and	commissions	was	obtained	primarily	through	public	information	

available	from	each	city	and	through	interviews	with	staff	in	each	of	the	cities.	The	identification	of	Latino	

persons	in	executive	positions	and	as	members	of	boards	and	commissions	relied	on	their	surnames,	

checked	against	the	U.S.	Census	list	of	Spanish	surnames.5 For a fuller description of the approach and 

data see Appendix 1. 

3	To	arrive	at	 these	definitions	we	considered	those	that	appeared	 in	the	1994	charter	of	 the	city	of	Chelsea,	MA	(https://library.
municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=14939)	and	those	offered	by	for	Washington	D.C.	by	Collins	(n.d.).

4	 In	the	City	of	Chelsea,	this	type	of	board	or	commission	is	called	“Ministerial.”	We	use	the	term	Managerial	for	the	purpose	of	uniformity.

5  The	Census	 list	of	 Spanish	Surnames	may	be	accessed	at:	 http://fcds.med.miami.edu/downloads/dam2011/25%20Appendix%20
E%20Census%20List%20of%20Spanish%20Surnames.pdf

https://library.municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=14939
https://library.municode.com/index.aspx?clientId=14939
http://fcds.med.miami.edu/downloads/dam2011/25%20Appendix%20E%20Census%20List%20of%20Spanish%20Surnames.pdf
http://fcds.med.miami.edu/downloads/dam2011/25%20Appendix%20E%20Census%20List%20of%20Spanish%20Surnames.pdf
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III. Representation in Executive Positions and on 
Boards and Commissions in the Governments of  

Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville
	 A	summary	of	the	findings	on	the	representation	of	Latinos	in	executive	positions	and	on	boards	and	

commissions	in	city	government	in	Boston,	Chelsea,	and	Somerville	shows	that	there	is	a	gap	between	the	

presence	and	growth	of	Latino	communities	and	their	representation	in	the	halls	of	government	and	public	

agencies.	Table	2	shows	the	proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	population	of	each	city	and	in	the	ranks	of	executive	

positions	and	the	membership	of	boards	and	commissions	in	the	governments	of	the	three	cities.	In	each	

city,	there	is	definite	and	measurable	under-representation	of	Latinos,	both	among	persons	holding	executive	

positions	and	among	those	who	are	members	of	boards	and	commissions,	in	relation	to	the	representation	

of Latinos in the overall population of the cities.

Table 2. Representation of Latinos in Executive Positions and on Boards and 
Commissions in City Government. Boston, Chelsea, and Somerville, 2014

Boston Chelsea Somerville
Proportion of Latinos in the population 17.5% 62.1% 10.6%

Proportion of Latinos in executive positions in city government 7.5% 14.3% 0.0%

Proportion	of	Latinos	in	the	membership	of	board	and 
commissions in city government 7.1% 10.9% 1.7%

	 The	difference	between	the	representation	in	the	population	and	the	representation	in	both	executive	

positions	and	as	members	of	boards	and	commissions	was	widest	in	Chelsea,	where	62.1%	of	the	population	

is	of	Latino	origin	but	only	14.3%	of	the	executive	positions	and	10.9%	of	the	slots	on	boards	and	commissions 

are	 held	 by	 Latinos,	 indicating	 a	 significant	 gap	 between	 the	 Latino	 population	 and	 its	 representation	 in 

government. In contrast, in Boston, where the proportional representation of Latinos among those in 

executive	positions	and	those	on	boards	and	commissions	is	lower	than	in	Chelsea,	the	representation	gap	is	

narrower	because	the	proportion	of	the	Latino	population	in	Boston	is	much	smaller.	In	Somerville,	we	found	

absence	of	any	representation	of	Latinos	in	executive	positions	and	a	minimal	representation	as	members	of	

boards	and	commissions	in	city	government.	

BOSTON
	 Boston	is	the	Massachusetts	city	wit]рѐՠҀԐѠҀ! wit]рѐՠҀԐѠҀ		ᔀ	Latinos	 is of	mïa of

http://factfinder2.census.gov;
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Figure 1.  Concentration of Latinos in Boston by Neighborhood and Census Tract, 2010

Map generated with GIS software, using data from the U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census 2010, on the basis of city boundaries, 
census tract boundaries for 2010, and planning districts determined by the Boston Redevelopment Authority. Bing maps were used 
as a layer for showing additional geographic context.

•	 Migrants	 and	 Immigrants.	 According	 to	 the	 2010	 Decennial	 Census,	 Puerto	 Ricans	 compose	 the 

largest	 group	 of	 Boston	 Latinos	 at	 28.2%,	 followed	 by	 Dominicans	 (25.7%),	 Salvadorans	 (10.4%), 

Colombians	(6.9%),	and	Mexicans	(6.0	%).	The	remaining	quarter	of	the	Latino	population	is	composed	of	small 

numbers	 of	 Guatemalans,	 Hondurans,	 Cubans,	 Peruvians,	 Venezuelans,	 Costa	 Ricans,	 Ecuadorians, 

Panamanians,	Argentineans,	Chileans,	Bolivians,	Uruguayans,	Nicaraguans,	Paraguayan,	and	others.	

	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 Puerto	 Ricans,	who	 are	U.S.	 citizens	 at	 birth	 (even	when	 born	 in	 Puerto	 Rico)	

as a result of the Jones Act of 1917, all Latino groups immigrate to this country and this region. Among 

Boston	Latinos,	an	estimated	42.6%	are	foreign-born	and	of	these,	about	one	third	are	naturalized	citizens, 

according	to	the	American	Community	Survey’s	(ACS)	2008–2012	5-year	sample.	About	9%	of	Latino	children	

under	18	years	of	age	are	foreign-born.	

	 	 The	 ACS	 2008–2012	 data	 indicate	 that	 the	 overwhelming	majority	 (84.4%)	 of	 Latinos	 over	 5	 years	

of	age	speak	Spanish	at	home	and	about	1%	speak	another	language	(such	as	Central	and	South	American 

indigenous languages). Approximately 14.6% speak only English at home. Nevertheless, most Latinos report 

that they speak English well or very well (58.9%). Only 26.2% of Latinos report not speaking English well or at all. 

•	 Young and Looking for Educational Opportunity. Perhaps one of the most salient characteristics of 

Boston’s	 Latinos	 is	 that	 it	 is	 a	 very	 young	 population.	 According	 to	 the	 2010	 Decennial	 Census,	 the 

median age for Latinos in Boston is 27.5 years compared to 31.2 for White persons, 32.8 years for Blacks 

and 29.8 years for Asians in the city. A full 29.2% are children under 18 years, compared to Blacks in the 

same	age	category,	at	26.6%;	Asians	at	14.8%;	and	Whites,	11.8%.	The	share	of	children	in	the	Latino	(and	

Black) population in Boston is more than twice the proportion of children found in the other groups, 

highlighting the importance of educational opportunities for Latinos in Boston. Latinos account for 30% 

of Boston’s children under 18, 29% of those under 5 years of age, and 30.6% of those of school age.

	 		 Latinos	today	make	up	the	largest	enrollment	in	the	Boston	Public	Schools.	In	the	2012–2013	school	

year,	22,840	Latino	students	attended	the	Boston	Public	Schools,	accounting	for	40%	of	the	total	enrollment	

in	the	district.	Of	all	the	racial-ethnic	groups	in	the	city,	Latinos	and	Asians	rely	most	heavily	on	the	Boston	

Public	 Schools.	 In	 the	 same	 school	 year,	 87.7%	of	 all	 Latino	 children	of	 school	 age	 attended	 the	Boston 

Public	 Schools;	 this	 compared	 to	 86.4%	 among	 Asians,	 68.9%	 among	 Blacks,	 and	 52.8%	 among	 whites 

(Boston	Public	Schools,	2013b).

	 		 Latinos	have	a	high	stake	in	the	future	of	the	Boston	Public	Schools.	This	is	so	not	only	because	of	

Latinos’	reliance	on	the	district’s	schools	but	also	because	of	the	dismal	outcomes	of	Latino	children	in	them.	

For	the	last	six	years,	Latino	students	have	shown	the	lowest	four-year	high	school	graduation	rates	(Boston	

Public	Schools,	2013a)	and	the	highest	overall	annual	dropout	rates	for	both	boys	and	for	girls	in	the	district	

(Boston	Public	Schools,	2013d).	Their	scores	on	standardized	tests	are	also	disappointing;	Figure	2	shows	the	

MCAS ELA and Math scores for Grades 3, 7, and 10 for the last three years. These show that although there 

has	been	improvement	in	the	outcomes	for	Grade	10	Latino	students,	all	other	scores	are	stable	or	declining.	

In	all	cases,	Latino	scores	are	the	lowest	or	second	to	the	lowest	of	all	racial-ethnic	groups	in	BPS	(Boston	

Public	Schools,	2013c).
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Figure 2. MCAS Outcomes in English Language Arts (ELA) and Math for Latino
Students in Grades 3, 7, and 10. Boston Public Schools, 2010–2012

Source:	Boston	Public	Schools	(2013c)

	 	 The	overall	situation	and	outcomes	of	English	Language	Learners	in	BPS,	of	whom	Spanish-speakers	

make	up	about	60%,	has	also	raised	great	concern	(Uriarte	et	al.,	2011).	Outcomes	for	ELLs	have	improved	in	

the	last	three	years,	and	are	particularly	encouraging	for	students	at	the	higher	levels	of	English	proficiency 

(Boston	 Public	 Schools,	 2013c).	 Nevertheless,	 the	 district	 is	 still	 under	 the	 oversight	 of	 the	 Department	

of	 Justice	 and	 the	Department	of	 Education’s	Office	 for	Civil	 Rights	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 serious	 gaps	 in	 the 

identification	of	students	needing	language	support,	 the	quality	of	the	services	provided	to	them,	and	the	

training	of	teachers	of	ELLs	(U.S.	Department	of	Justice,	2010).

•	 Housing Vulnerability.	According	to	the	2010	Decennial	Census,	19%	of	all	Latinos	live	in	owner-occupied 

housing	 units;	 this	 compares	 to	 30%	 for	 Asians,	 31%	 for	 Blacks,	 and	 42%	 for	Whites.	 This	 lower	 rate	 of 

homeownership	 makes	 Latinos	 more	 vulnerable	 than	 other	 groups	 to	 the	 vagaries	 of	 the	 local	 rental 

housing	market.	In	2013,	Latinos	made	up	44.2%	of	the	tenants	of	the	Boston	Housing	Authority,	the	largest 

racial-ethnic	 group	 in	 the	 city’s	 public	 housing	 (Boston	 Housing	 Authority,	 2013).7 This means that 

approximately	 one	 tenth	 of	 all	 Latinos	 in	 Boston	 are	 public	 housing	 residents.	 Using	 the	 definition	 of 

overcrowding as 1.01 or more occupants per room, according to the American Community Survey 2006–2010 

5-Year	Estimates,	a	higher	 rate	of	Latinos	 live	 in	overcrowded	housing	 (6.5%)	 than	any	other	 racial/ethnic	

group in the city (the next highest level reported is for Asians, at 5.7%). ACS 2006–2010 data also show that 

almost half of the Latino renters (49.7%) report gross rents that are more than 35% of their household in-

come,	 the	highest	proportion	of	all	groups;	 the	next	highest	 level	 reported	 is	 for	Blacks	renters,	49.1%	of	

whom pay more than 35% of their household income in rent. 

7	 Boston	Housing	Authority	(BHA)	data	provided	on	April	17,	2014	by	Lydia	Agro,	Director	of	Communications	and	Public	Affairs.	
Data	does	not	include	Mission	Main	and	Orchard	Gardens	but	includes	all	public	housing	that	the	BHA	fully	owns	and	directly	
oversees/manages.
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•	 The Challenge of Jobs, Income, and Poverty.	Latinos	come	to	Boston	to	work	and	work	they	do,	albeit	

at	a	wage	level	that	keeps	them	in	or	just	above	poverty.	According	to	the	2010	Decennial	Census,	Latinos	

have	a	very	high	rate	of	labor	force	participation	at	70.2%;	this	compares	to	70.1%	for	White	workers.	The	

largest	proportion	of	Latinos	work	in	service	occupations	(37.8%)	and	in	sales	jobs	(23.3%),	primarily	in	indus-

tries devoted to education and health (25.7%) or recreation, accommodations, and entertainment (17.5%). 

Twenty-	two	percent	of	Latinos	work	in	managerial	occupations.	An	overwhelming	proportion	of	Latinos	are	

wage	earners	(87.9%);	only	Asians	have	a	larger	proportion	at	90.8%.	About	3.4%	of	Latino	are	self-employed.

	 		 The	type	of	work	that	Latinos	do	and	the	industries	in	which	they	labor	in	Boston	have	led	to	lower	

median	earnings	for	full-time	year-round	workers	(both	male	and	female).	Overall,	Latinos	have	among	the	

lowest	household	and	family	median	incomes	when	compared	to	other	racial-ethnic	groups	in	the	city.	The	

2010	Decennial	Census	indicates	a	rate	of	poverty	among	Latino	persons of 29.8%, second only to the rate 

among Asians (29.9%). Poverty among Latino families is, at 28.9%, the highest among all groups. Among fam-

ilies with children under 18 years of age, the poverty rates are also the highest (28.6%), as are the poverty rates 

among Latino children, a full 40% of whom are poor.

 In Sum…	there	 is	no	doubt	 that	Latinos	 in	Boston	have	a	very	high	stake	 in	a	well-functioning	city	

government.	 Latino	 children	 are	 the	 largest	 constituents	 of	 the	 Boston	 Public	 Schools.	 They,	 along	 with	

Black	 children,	 would	 be	 the	 most	 benefitted	 by	 well-functioning	 youth	 programs	 and	 by	 programs	 for	

children and families. With their large proportion of renters, Latino households have a large stake in the 

stabilization	of	rents	and	the	availability	of	affordable	housing	in	the	city.	And	as	the	largest	block	of	tenants	

in	the	Boston	Housing	Authority,	they	have	a	stake	in	public	housing	that	functions	well.	Latinos	also	benefit 

from	 strong	 economic	 development	 initiatives	 at	 the	 neighborhood	 level	 that	 support	 small	 businesses	

as	well	as	development	 in	key	economic	areas	 in	 the	city	as	a	whole—such	as	 the	health,	education,	and 

entertainment	 industries—so	that	 the	number	of	 jobs	 increases	and	the	salaries	grow.	Given	the	growing 

presence of Latinos, government agencies working directly or indirectly in the areas of economic 

development,	housing,	education,	health	and	human	services,	and	public	safety	will	 likely	be	successful	 in	

their	missions	only	if	they	can	effectively	address	the	needs	of	all	the	residents	of	Boston,	including Latinos. 

Latino Representation in City Government in Boston

	 Although	there	are	many	perspectives	on	the	effectiveness	of	representation	to	address	the	specific	

demands	of	under-represented	groups,	there	is	agreement	that	representation	(both	at	the	high	levels	and	

at	levels	close	to	the	recipients	of	the	services)	will	tend	to	make	government	more	responsive,	accountable, 

and	 successful	 at	meeting	 public	 needs.	 This	will	 benefit	 not	 only	 the	 under-represented	 group	 but	 also	
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the	public	at	 large.8	 In	Boston,	where	Latinos	are	a	sizeable	population	and	a	 large	user	of	city-sponsored 

ser