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Part of a Broader Electoral Movement
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Key Points
•

Exit Polls from Election Day indicated that President-Elect Barack Obama won 67 percent of the Latino vote,
and John McCain 32 percent. This compares to estimates of Latino support for George W. Bush in the 39-44
percent range in 2004. In 2000, Bush is thought to have received 35 percent of the Latino vote.

•

The drop in support among Latinos for Republicans between 2004 and 2008 was part of a broad-based electoral movement away from the GOP, and was hardly specific to that demographic group. McCain received
only 57 percent of the white male vote, compared with 62 percent for Bush in 2004, and McCain’s 55 percent
of regular church goers was significantly lower than Bush’s 61 percent.

•

Credible surveys indicate that the major policy concerns of Latinos were no different than the concerns of
non-Latinos: The economy and jobs topped the list.

•

There is little evidence that immigration policy was an influential factor in Latinos’ choice between the two
candidates once basic party predispositions are taken into account.

•

McCain’s consistent history of advocating a legalization program for illegal immigrants made no impression
on Latino voters.

•

McCain lost the Latino vote by a wide margin even in his home state of Arizona, 56 to 41 percent. This was
in spite of widespread news coverage of his immigration stance in that state.

•

In 2008, Latino voters supported the GOP ticket at levels above the usual 30 percent only when they resided
in states that were already safely in GOP hands.

•

The size of the Latino voting population should be kept in perspective alongside other subsets of the electorate. An estimated 11.8 million voters were of Latino ancestry, compared with 17 million African Americans,
19.7 million veterans, 23.6 million young people, 45 million conservatives, and 34 million born-again
white Christians.

The 2008 presidential election provided yet another opportunity to assess stability and change in the basic
partisan commitments of voters. For almost 10 years now, leading GOP strategists have suggested that the party
is on its way to making lasting inroads with Latino voters. Unfortunately, the 2008 results indicate that the party
is no closer to this goal now than it was when it started. Exit polls on Election Night indicated that PresidentElect Obama won 67 percent of the Latino vote; performing a bit better among Latino women (68 percent) than
among Latino men (64 percent). (Results can be viewed on the CNN Election Center 2008 website at the following address, accessed December 15, 2008: http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/results/polls/#USP00p1.)
The Pew Research Center’s national survey taken the weekend before Election Day showed virtually the same
results: 32 percent for McCain and 68 percent for Obama.
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The quixotic and costly Republican efforts to
realign a large share of Latino voters have evidently been
a failure, and for the reasons that I have identified in several previous CIS Backgrounders (Gimpel and Kaufmann
2001; Gimpel 2007; 2004). The Hispanic population
consistently identifies by a margin of 2:1 with the Democratic Party, and it is heavily concentrated in places
where the local Republican Party presence is weak — especially in larger cities and older suburbs.
Given that new voters learn their politics from
those around whom they live and work, the Latino concentrations in the nation’s most Democratic cities and
counties provides little opportunity for regular exposure
to anyone with Republican allegiance. In many of these
locales, there are few Republican candidates even on
the ballot. As I have indicated elsewhere, very few Latinos are migrating into Republican-heavy communities,
where they might develop some affinity for the Grand
Old Party’s politics (Gimpel 2007). Notably, where you
do find Latinos living among Republican majorities,
they are stronger in their support for GOP candidates,
but the gap in party identification stems precisely from

the fact that there are far fewer of them residing in such
locations.
The upshot of the steadiness of Latino support
for the Democratic Party is that a campaign cannot sway
Latinos, or any other group, by simply broadcasting a
few ads, making an extra campaign stop, or by announcing a new policy vision — nor does it help much if you
do it in a foreign language. The vast majority of voters, Latino or otherwise, are not sufficiently attentive to
campaign activities for those efforts to pay significant
dividends.
Among those who are most attentive to campaigns, outreach messages fall on unsympathetic ears.
Some have suggested that voters are selectively attentive
when they view campaign-related information, commonly screening out or sharply discounting news and
advertising content that is discrepant with what they
already believe (Taber and Lodge 2006; Taber, Lodge,
and Glathar 2002; Faber and Storey 1984). This may be
true, but a simpler account suggests that incoming content is filtered through the application of prior beliefs.
A campaign ad for a candidate, for instance, is simply
evaluated using different criteria by Republicans than it
is by Democrats (Gerber and Green 1999, 206). Prior
feelings and prejudices always come into play.
Whichever theory of biased learning is used to
explicate it, the result is the same: stability in political
attitudes rather than change even in the face of vigorous campaigning. No voter begins an election year as a
blank slate, and one does not have to be a zealot to be
resistant to new political arguments (Taber and Lodge
2006, 767).
Considering the entrenched Democratic Party
loyalties of Latino registrants, the legions of Latinos
who are noncitizens, and those who are citizens but
remain unregistered and do not vote, surprisingly few
Latinos are persuadable targets of campaign outreach.
This is why no reasonable amount of party effort will
turn them in any short amount of time.

Table 1. Exit Poll Results on Latino Voting for
President, 2008, Selected States
Percent
McCain

Percent of
Respondents of
Latino Background

31 %

9%

38 %
42 %
33 %
22 %
28 %
34 %

13 %
14 %
3%
2%
4%
5%

Non-Battleground States*
Arizona
56 %
41 %
California
74 %
23 %
New Mexico 69 %
30 %
New Jersey
78 %
21 %
Illinois
72 %
27 %
Texas
63 %
35 %

16 %
18 %
41 %
9%
7%
20 %

Percent
Obama
National

67 %
  
Battleground States*
      
Colorado
61 %
Florida
57 %
Michigan
64 %
Nevada
76 %
Pennsylvania 72 %
Virginia
65 %

Republicans and the Latino Vote in
Battleground States

Latino support for the McCain-Palin ticket varies by
state because this population does not have the same
socioeconomic profile at every location. Moreover, Latino voters are no different from any other voter, subject
to favorite son appeals, as McCain did best in Arizona,
winning an estimated 41 percent of the Hispanic vote,
while losing to Obama in the Illinois Senator’s home
state: 72 percent to 27 percent (see Table 1). The fact

Source: Edison Mitofsky Research 2008 Exit Polls
http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/results/polls/
#USP00p1, accessed December 15, 2008
*Cross tabulations for Latino voting are not reported
for all states due to small state exit poll sample sizes
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that McCain won as much as 27 percent of Latino votes Democratic states, they predictably supported Obama.
in Illinois testifies to the durability of party identifica- The excitement of Latinos for the Obama-Biden ticket
tion in determining vote choice. Republicans can count ran consistently strong even in states that were not in
on a small but loyal base of Hispanic supporters year in question. The only conclusion to be drawn from the
and year out even when the playing field is tilted against evidence is that there were few Latino votes that were in
them.
play by October when the major campaigns were gearing
Most campaigning occurred, however, in battle- up for their final push.
ground states, and not in Arizona and Illinois. If any
Latino votes were up-for-grabs, they should have been
subject to campaign persuasion efforts in the highly
Further down the ballot, Republicans did not fare any
competitive states.
Among the battleground states for which exit better among Latino voters in 2008 than in previous
polling tabulations for Latino voters are listed, the results years. According to the exit polling for the U.S. House
were not encouraging for Republicans awaiting a big races, Latinos favored Democrats 68 percent to 29
payoff for efforts aimed at attracting Latinos. McCain’s percent.
Latinos were significant large voting blocs in
worst performance among Latinos was in Nevada, a state
George W. Bush won in both 2004 and 2000. There four states with contested U.S. Senate seats: Colorado,
McCain managed to garner just 22 percent of the His- New Mexico, Texas, and Virginia. In all four, Latinos
panic vote, compared with Bush’s estimated 39 percent cast over 61 percent of their votes for the Democratic
four years earlier. In Texas, considered a safe Republican candidates with the total reaching 71 percent for Mark
state in presidential elections, McCain captured just 34 Warner in Virginia.
percent of the Latino vote (see Table 1), compared with
Bush’s estimated 49 percent in
2004.
Figure 1. Latino & Non-Latino Support for Barack Obama in
The Pew Research CenBattleground, Safe Republican, and Safe Democratic States, 2008
ter Survey, conducted from October 29 to November 1, closely
80
predicted the final outcome on
Election Day. Results from this
70
survey suggest that the Republican ticket fared badly among Latinos across Battleground States;
60
with Obama winning 72 percent
of the vote (see Figure 1).
50
Surprisingly, this was a
bit better than his performance
in the safest Democratic states,
40
where he won an estimated 71
percent! Fortunately for Repub30
licans in the heavily GOP states,
Latinos split more evenly, and
Obama was held to 58 percent.
20
But this was still far more Democratic support than he received
10
among non-Latinos in the safe
GOP states, at just 43 percent.
In 2008, Latino voters
0
supported the GOP ticket at
levels above the usual 30 percent only when they resided in
Source: Pew Research Center Election Survey, Oct. 29-Nov. 1, 2008. Weighted
states that were already safely in
tabulations of likely voters.
GOP hands. In competitive and

Latino Voting and Other Contests
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Latino Evangelicals?

A number of studies have shown that Republicans fare better among Evangelical and “born-again” Latinos than they
do among traditional Catholics or the non-religious (Kelly
and Kelly 2005; Kelly and Morgan 2008; Lee and Pachon
2007). There is certainly support for this contention in the
pre-election Pew Research Center Survey. Latinos identifying themselves as “born-again” supported Obama 57 percent to 43 percent, compared with the 67 percent he won
among the broader Latino electorate.

Table 2. National Exit Poll Estimates of Voting
For George W. Bush (‘04) & John McCain (‘08)

Group
Men
Women
Age 18-29
Age 65 and Up
White Women
White Men
African Americans
Asians
Latinos
No High School
High School Diploma
College Graduates
Independents
Republicans
Democrats
Under $15,000
$15,000-$30,000
$30,000-$50,000
$50,000-$75,000
$75,000-$100,000
$100,000-$150,000
$200,000 Up
Born Again
Attend Church Weekly
Served in Military
Rural Resident
Gun Owner
Gore (Kerry) Voter

Percent
McCain
2008
48 %
43 %
32 %
53 %
53 %
57 %
4%
35 %
31 %
35 %
46 %
46 %
44 %
90 %
10 %
25 %
37 %
43 %
49 %
48 %
51 %
46 %
74 %
55 %
54 %
53 %
62 %
9%

Percent
Bush Difference
2004 2008-2004
55 %
48 %
45 %
52 %
55 %
62 %
11 %
44 %
44 %*
49 %
52 %
49 %
48 %
93 %
11 %
36 %
42 %
49 %
56 %
55 %
57 %
63 %
78 %
61 %
57 %
57 %
63 %
10 %

-7
-5
-13
1
-2
-5
-7
-9
-13
-14
-6
-3
-4
-3
-1
-11
-5
-6
-7
-7
-6
-17
-4
-6
-3
-4
-1
-1

Source: Edison Mitofsky Research 2008 and 2004 Exit
Polls http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2008/results/polls/
#USP00p1, http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2004/pages/
results/states/US/P/00/epolls.0.html, accessed December 15,
2008
* This 44 % estimate has been contested. Credible sources
suggest that a more precise estimate is 39-40 percent.



Further statistical analysis reveals that these
born-again Latinos were Republicans to begin with so
it’s not at all clear that their religious adherence is the
source of their support for John McCain. Once you account for their political party identification, the impact
of their religious confession does not make a statistically
significant difference to their vote choice.
A mass religious conversion of Latinos to Evangelical Christian tenets might be one dream of Republican strategists, but apparently it will only work if that
effort makes these Latino conversion targets Republican Party supporters first. What consultants commonly identify as “pro-Republican values” among an
ethnic population, are the values most strongly held
by the already Republican segments of that population. Latino Evangelicals may be more pro-traditional
family and pro-life than the legions who are nominally Catholic or not religious at all, but they are also
more likely to be found worshipping in Republicanleaning congregations, and identifying as Republicans
in the first place.

An Across the Board Drop
In Republican Support

By now, a number of post-mortem analyses have
shown that the drop in support among Latinos was
part of a broad-based electoral movement away from
the Republican ticket compared with four years ago,
and was hardly specific to that demographic group. As
Table 2 shows, Latino support for the GOP nominee
dropped from where it was in 2004, but support for
John McCain dropped among most other segments
of the electorate as well; most significantly among
young voters (-13 percent), the very wealthy (-17 percent), those without high school diplomas (-13 percent), and those earning less than $15,000 per year
(-11 percent) — many of whom are also students.
Comparisons of the exit polls for the two
election years also suggest that President Bush outperformed McCain across a wide variety of cultural
groups thought to be well entrenched behind the
GOP, including those who had previously served in
the military (-3 percent); among born-again Christians (-4 percent); rural residents (-4 percent); and
those who attend church weekly (-6 percent) (see
Table 2).
Seemingly modest losses among college graduates (-3 percent) and among white men (-5 percent)
are of particular moment because these blocs are such
a large share of the total voting population (see Figure
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2). According to estimates derived from the 2008 exit
polls, college graduates numbered 57.8 million, casting
about 44 percent of total votes. White men numbered
about 47.2 million or 36 percent of total votes cast. By
contrast, Latinos cast an estimated 11 million votes, or
around 9 percent of the total (see Figure 2).
The lower turnout of commonly Republican constituencies and higher turnout among regular Democrats
also reconstituted the mix of interests in the 2008 electorate compared with four years ago. For example, rural voters were only 21 percent of the total electoral pie in 2008,
compared with 25 percent in 2004. African American and
Latino turnout in 2008 were well above 2004 levels, another source of the more lopsided vote share won by the
Democratic nominee (see Table 2).

taking on specific policies between 2004 and 2008? Perhaps Barack Obama’s campaign promise to tax wealthy
Americans is responsible for the dramatic movement in
his direction of those earning more than $200,000 per
year? No one can easily argue that the broadly based
electoral movement away from the GOP shown in Table
2 resulted from Republicans (or John McCain) taking
adverse policy positions in the years between 2004 and
2008 on immigration or any other issue. The evidence
that specific issues mattered is pretty weak.
Latino voters just aren’t that different from
other voters in the national electorate. Their support for
Republicans rises or falls when support for GOP candidates rises among the broader electorate of which they
are an important part. There is nothing mysterious in
the election results and no evidence that indicts immigration policy as the reason for Republicans’ poor showing among any of the myriad groups identified in Table
2. Alternative explanations for the election outcome
going to the strength of party identification, the higher
turnout of the Democratic base relative to the Republican base, and widespread concerns about the economy,
are far more plausible.
Arguably, what the various election surveys
show is that Latino support for the Democratic Party
was quite stable and predictable this year as in previous
years. Political support for a candidate almost never hing-

The Election Results
And Immigration Policy

Credible observers can agree that the Republican performance among Latinos in 2008 was unimpressive, but
the lackluster showing was a more general pattern hardly
confined to this subset of the population.
Some have insisted that the election’s results
are a direct consequence of Republicans turning against
open and generous immigration policy in the years since
2004, when George W. Bush did better among Latinos.
Republicans are said to
have tarnished their brand
Figure 2. Estimated Number of Voters in 2008 by Demographic Group
among Latinos in the intervening years by opposing
60
immigration legislation that
would have granted legal
status to millions of illegal
50
immigrants. Florida Senator Mel Martinez insisted
40
on NBC’s Meet the Press
that anti-Hispanic rhetoric
30
among Republicans would
relegate the party to minority status.
20
The fact that four
years ago George W. Bush
10
did better than John McCain among numerous other electoral groups, not just
0
Latinos, seems lost on these
commentators. Did young
voters and the affluent also
desert the McCain-Palin
ticket because of position-
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es upon a single issue. In any given election, announced
issue positions usually fall on deaf ears. When queried
directly, survey respondents will certainly offer opinions
in response to questions about issues, it’s far less certain
that they know anything about the candidates’ positions
on those issues, or will vote on the basis of their issue
opinions on Election Day. Elites and immigration-oriented advocacy groups are quite sensitive to campaign
policy chatter, the masses are far less so.
Evidence from polling conducted by the Pew
Hispanic Center in mid-summer indicated that the major policy concerns of Latinos were no different than
the concerns of non-Latinos: the economy, jobs, and
education topped the list. (Results of the Pew Hispanic
survey, accesses December 15, 2008, are reported here:
http://www.cnn.com/2008/POLITICS/07/24/pew.latino.poll/index.html.) The War in Iraq and immigration
policy were ranked as lower policy priorities. Even at
that point in the contest, well before the national party
conventions, Hispanics preferred Obama overwhelmingly, indicating that they were quick to come aboard
the nominee’s bandwagon in spite of having supported
Hillary Clinton throughout the presidential primaries.
There were virtually no differences in support for Obama
between native-born or foreign-born Latinos (Lopez and
Minushkin 2008, 27).
Apparently, nothing McCain and the Republicans did through the fall altered the basic pattern of support for Obama reported by the Pew Hispanic Center’s
July survey. Some undecided voters came McCain’s way
over the course of the fall months, but they were likely
following weak party cues, or taking the advice of friends
and family, not making up their mind based on new policy information.

As for immigration policy, per se, there is little
evidence that it was an influential factor in the choice
between the two candidates by October and November. As a generic issue priority among voters, concern
about immigration actually favored McCain, according
to the Mid-October Pew Research Center survey conducted about two weeks prior to the election. But when
respondents were asked in the same survey whether they
favored a program to legalize illegal immigrants (conditional upon them being employed, the payment of fines,
and the conduct of a background check) Latinos who
were supportive of such an option preferred Obama by
an 80 percent to 20 percent margin, in spite of the fact
that McCain had sponsored legislation to accomplish
exactly that just a year before (see Table 3). John McCain’s consistent history of taking stands in favor of lenient
immigration laws made no impression. He gained nothing
from it against a candidate in the Democratic Party who
held even more liberal views.
Finally, all indications are that Latino turnout
was higher than it was in 2004. The greater mobilization
of Hispanics across the nation may well account for the
greater support for Barack Obama, not Republican positioning on immigration policy. As I have pointed out
in previous CIS Backgrounders, George W. Bush often
did well among Latinos at times and in locations where
turnout was especially low, for example, in his 1998
gubernatorial reelection bid (Gimpel 2003). Misreading these results may have fooled naive strategists into
believing that Republicans could quickly alter the basic
partisan loyalties of Latinos if the right candidate was
running or the proper issue mix was selected.
In reality, though, winning a larger share of
Latino votes due to low turnout is not the same thing
as converting Latinos to the Republican Party through
campaign appeals or clever selection of issue positions.
Conversely, when Latino support for Democrats rises,
as it did in 2008, that may have little to do with issues,
policies, or even candidates. Campaigns are not trivial,
but they are not everything, either. Some campaign activity is efficacious in reaching voters, most of it is not.

Table 3. Support Among Latinos
For McCain & Obama by Opinion
On Legalizing Illegal Immigrants

McCain
Obama
Total

Favor
Percent

Oppose
Percent

Total
Percent

19.5 %
80.5 %
100.0 %

64.3 %
35.7 %
100.0 %

28.9 %
71.1 %
100.0 %

Conclusions

Those who want their readers to believe that the election
hinged on a single issue will commonly misuse polling
data by showing that a difference in support for a policy
viewpoint is associated with voting for the candidates.
This simplified kind of analysis ignores several realities:
First, few voters care enough about a single issue to make
it the sole determinant of their vote. Second, party identification remains the overriding cue for vote choice, and

N=266
X2=43.1; p<.001, two-tailed test
Source: Pew Research Center Mid-October
Survey, 2008. Conducted October 16October 19, 2008.
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issue positions are often only spuriously related to support for candidates. Finally, such evidence vastly overintellectualizes the vote decision, portraying voters as far
more knowledgeable and engaged than they are. Most
voters are paying only intermittent attention to the campaign, not studying every campaign ad and attending
every local event.
What stays the same across multiple election
cycles is far more impressive than what changes (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995). But stability and loyalty in political choice do not make for very exciting news stories.
Consultants become much less important if voters are
inattentive and content to let most campaign advertising
pass them by. Interest group elites look politically irrelevant if their positions are not somehow found in mass
preferences. For all of these reasons, those residing inside
the Washington Beltway greatly exaggerate the connection between public opinion and policy issues.
In summary, the 2008 election has no clear implications for immigration policy making and for a very
straightforward reason: Neither candidate campaigned

on the issue, nor was it clear that their positions were
appreciably different.
Over the long term, Republicans can expect to
enlarge upon their voting margins among Latinos as Latinos become more prosperous and move into areas of
existing Republican Party strength where they can develop ties to other GOP adherents. As it stands, what separates Republican-identifying Latinos from Democrats is
primarily religion and income. Involvement in Evangelical church circles is clearly associated with Republican
Party gains among Latinos, but promoting religious conversion seems like an unusual and possibly controversial
way to go about building a base of party support.
As long as Latinos remain in lower income
brackets, an outcome virtually assured by sustained high
levels of unskilled immigration, the Democrats will continue to maintain their lopsided edge. American ethnic
history has shown that the path to Republican Party
identification is a slow and multi-generational one. The
greater the education and skills deficit new immigrants
arrive with, the longer this political migration process
will take.
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The drop in support among Latinos for Republicans between 2004 and
2008 was part of a broad-based electoral movement away from the GOP,
and was hardly specific to that demographic group. McCain received only
57 percent of the white male vote, compared with 62 percent for Bush in
2004, and McCain’s 55 percent of regular church goers was significantly
lower than Bush’s 61 percent.
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