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Diagnosing the Leaky Pipeline: Continuing
Barriers to the Retention of Latinas and
Latinos in Political Science

Jessica Lavariega Monforti, University of Texas, Pan American

Melissa R. Michelson, California State University, East Bay

D espite comprising a large and in-
creasing proportion of the United
States population—about 14.7%, accord-
ing to March 2006 Census Bureau
estimates—L atinos continue to be se-
verely underrepresented in political sci-
ence, and today comprise less than 2%
of the academy (Census Bureau 2006;
Michelson 2007). Increased recent atten-
tion to the issues of recruitment and re-
tention of Latino political scientists by
professional associations such as the
American Political Science Association
(APSA) notwithstanding, the number of
Latino scholars in the field continues to
lag behind that of other racial and ethnic
groups. But just where in the pipeline
does the problem exist? Are not enough
Latinos being recruited for graduate
study? Are Latinos being successfully
recruited but then not finishing their de-
grees? Or is the leak occurring later in
scholars’ careers, perhaps between gradu-
ation and tenure? Avalos (1991) noted
that Latinas were particularly underrepre-
sented, with few women entering or
completing Ph.D. programs. More than
16 years later, does a gender gap persist
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among Latino political scientists? Do
leaks in the pipeline differ for Latinos
and Latinas? These are the questions that
drive this research.

National data from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education suggest that the prob-
lem does not stem from a lack of
undergraduate majors in political science.
As shown in Table 1, from 1995-2005,
Latinos earned 8.6% of all bachelor’s
degrees in political science awarded na-
tionwide, compared to 6.3% for Asians,
10.4% for African Americans, and 74.8%
for non-Latino Whites (Anglos). At the
Ph.D. level, however, Latinos account for
only 4.1% of all degrees awarded, com-
pared to 5.3% for Asians, 8.8% for Afri-
can Americans, and 81.8% for Anglos
(see Table 2). While all non-Anglo
groups decline in their proportion of de-
grees awarded between the two levels,
the drop for Latinos is the most sig-
nificant. At least part of the pipeline
problem, then, is occurring between
completion of the undergraduate degree
and completion of the doctorate.

Looking separately at male and female
degree completions, there is also evi-
dence of a pipeline problem specific to
Latinas. As shown in Table 1, at the
bachelor’s level more women complete
the degree among all minority groups:
9.5% for Latinas compared to 7.7% for
Latino men; 7.4% for Asian women
compared to 5.2% for Asian men; and
13.2% for African American women
compared to 7.7% for African American
men. For Anglos, more men (79.4%)
complete the degree than do women
(70%). However, at the Ph.D. level, the
percentage of degrees awarded to men
compared to women is larger for all
groups except for Latinos. Latino men
and Latinas each account for 4.1% of all
Ph.D.s awarded to men and women from
1995-2005 (see Table 2). However, be-
cause more Ph.D.s are awarded to men
overall than to women, more degrees
(N = 193) were awarded to Latino men
during this period than to Latinas (N =
123). While Latinas completed over
2,600 more undergraduate degrees in
political science than did Latino men,
Latino men still earned 70 more doctor-

ates. While this is not panel data, there
have been more Latinas in the pipeline
for all but the first two years of data re-
ported in these tables, suggesting that the
disparity in Ph.D. completions is not due
to a lack of Latinas completing under-
graduate degrees in the field.

The data for our investigation comes
from a panel study of Latino graduate
and undergraduate students known to the
APSA. In 2000, all 274 individuals self-
identified as Latino students were sent a
brief survey; 106 completed this initial
round of the survey, for a response rate
of about 39%. In addition to some demo-
graphic information, the 2000 survey
asked respondents about their enrollment
status (the name of their school, the de-
gree they were pursuing, their year of
enrollment, and their anticipated year of
graduation), as well as open-ended ques-
tions about challenges they faced, finan-
cial and non-financial support, and
mentoring. A preliminary report describ-
ing findings from this survey was re-
ported by Martinez-Ebers et al. (2000).
Between February and September 2007
we asked respondents to the original sur-
vey for updates about their educational
and professional situations, as well as
their reflections on monetary and other
types of support and challenges they had
faced during their education and careers.
In this second wave of the study, we re-
ceived responses from 56 of those in the
original pool of 106, one of whom clari-
fied that he was not in fact Latino. This
gives us a contact rate of about 53% (56/
105). In addition, we used Internet and
telephone research to track students who
did not respond to the second wave of
the survey, using contacts at their former
institutions or other information provided
on the 2000 surveys (e.g., contact infor-
mation for family members) to determine
whether or not they had completed their
degrees and any other available informa-
tion about their current situations. This
method provided educational and profes-
sional status information for an additional
44 individuals, for an overall “response”
rate of 100/105 (95%).

Although not a complete picture of the
experiences of Latinos in the field, we
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believe the responses from our panel
study provide valuable information about
where Latinos leak out of the pipeline
and why they continue to be underrepre-
sented in the field. That these individuals
were known to the APSA in 2000 sug-
gests that they were already somewhat
more likely to succeed—they had either
joined the APSA, attended an APSA con-
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ference, or had been involved in an
APSA program such as the McNair
Scholars program or the Ralph Bunche
Summer Institute. There are likely many
other Latinos in the profession who were
in the pipeline in 2000 who were less
connected to the APSA network and were
therefore even less likely to continue on
to a tenure-track position in the field.

In some ways, the responses we re-
ceived are encouraging. Of the 100
Latino respondents (62 men and 38
women), 62 had completed their Ph.D.s,
while another 13 were still in school.
Only 19 had decided to abandon their
studies before completing their doctorate
(see Table 3). Avalos (1991) noted that
the 1970s and 1980s produced very few
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Latino Ph.D.s, with only 13 Latinos re-
ceiving a Ph.D. in the 1980s, only two of
whom were women. By comparison, the
numbers from our survey indicate not
only a growing number of Latino Ph.D.s
but also increasing gender equity: 22
(35.5%) of the 62 new Ph.D.s received
by our respondents were earned by Lati-
nas. As Table 2 (above) indicates, Lati-
nas earned 39% of all Ph.D.s in political
science awarded to Latinos during the
period 1995-2005.

However, the leaky pipeline does per-
sist. Although more Latinos are com-
pleting the Ph.D. compared to earlier
decades, many report that they have been
unable to obtain tenure-track positions or
are choosing to leave the field due to
other considerations (Table 3). Of our
100 respondents, 30 had left the field
completely and only 27 were tenured or
in tenure-track positions—more Latinos
had given up on political science than
had managed to secure the “gold ring” of

PSOnline www.apsanet.org

a tenure track job. While at least half of
those who had left the field did so before
completing their Ph.D. (N = 15), another
12 respondents who had completed their
graduate educations also chose to leave
political science, almost one-fifth of the
62 new Ph.D.s overall (19.4%).

Overall success rates between Latinos
and Latinas in our study are fairly simi-
lar, with about 30% of each having left
the field, including about 20% of those
with doctorates. About three-fourths of
those with doctorates were teaching; the
proportion of Latinas overall who were
teaching is slightly lower, but this is bal-
anced by the larger proportion of Latinas
still in school. When we disaggregate the
“teaching” category, we find that Latinas
are more likely to have tenure and
slightly more likely to have tenure-track
positions, while Latinos are more likely
to have part-time positions; however, as
Latinas are a much smaller group, there
are actually equal numbers of tenured
Latinos and Latinas in our study (four of
each) and a larger absolute number of
Latinos in tenure-track positions (see
Table 3).

While it is tempting to laud these suc-
cess stories, and the marked improve-
ment in the recruitment and retention of
Latino political scientists in recent years,
there is a darker side to these survey re-
sults. Many more Latinos are completing
the Ph.D. than are able to find tenure-
track positions, and a significant propor-
tion of Latinos are choosing to leave the
field. This is a major leak in the pipeline.
Our open-ended survey questions provide
valuable insight into why Latino political
scientists are finding it difficult to remain
and succeed in the field, with significant
differences in responses between Latinos
and Latinas. In other words, while there
are no major differences in success rates
and pipeline losses between Latinos and
Latinas, our survey responses suggest
that the pipeline issues experienced by
Latinos and Latinas are qualitatively
different.

Not surprisingly, financial issues were a
common and frequent concern. One male
respondent noted: “My only problem has
been financial. I did not have the backing
to complete a Ph.D. and to take my time.
Had to finish quickly, get a real job to pay
down debts and that has not worked out
well.” One response from another male
respondent to our question about hind-
rances to completing graduate work was
direct and to the point: “Hindrances—
money, money, money.” One Latina who
has left the profession also pointed to fi-
nancial considerations: “I made that deci-
sion [to leave academia] in 2006. Income
was one of the major issues.” Other re-
spondents echoed this concern, noting that
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they continually considered leaving the
field due to the poor salaries. However, a
few respondents cited significant financial
support. One Latina commented: “The
biggest help that I have received during
my career was the financial support of-
fered by one mentor (in the form of a job
as research assistant) during key moments
in grad school when I had to help my fam-
ily abroad. Without that extra help, it
would have been very difficult for me to
stay in the U.S. and complete my Ph.D.”
Nevertheless, overall, financial issues
were noted as significant hindrances
rather than positive influences.!

Mentoring, or the lack thereof, is also
an issue. This is despite the Association’s
awareness of and attention to the mentor-
ship issue in the past few decades. Rud-
der (1990) noted the need to recruit more
minorities into graduate school and into
the political science professoriate; Garcia
and Smith (1990) argued that this would
mean not only effort on the part of pro-
fessional organizations but also direct
mentoring by faculty and graduate stu-
dents. APSA maintains a list of mentor-
ing resources on its web site, including a
service that matches individuals seeking
a mentor with those registered as poten-
tial mentors. Since 1969 it has actively
sought to provide institutional mentoring
for minorities through the APSA Minor-
ity Fellows Program. While these ser-
vices are certainly a step forward, our
survey results reveal that poor or absent
mentoring continues to contribute to the
leaky pipeline even among Latinos asso-
ciated with APSA.

Latinas in particular were more likely
to cite an absence of good mentoring as
one of the hindrances to their success.
One respondent who did not complete
his studies commented:

It was a great shock to come from a nur-
turing environment (i.e., college advisor,
McNair Scholars Program, etc.) into
such a perilously self-serving world
where minority graduate students were
always the afterthought. Interestingly, I
was the only Latino in my entering
Ph.D. cohort and one of only a handful
of minorities. Within four years, all the
minorities that had entered the program
in my “class” had left the program for
very similar reasons. The only ones that
ended up graduating with their Ph.D.s
were white and affluent. ... I always felt
that the department did a satisfactory job
in recruiting minority students, but an
absolutely deplorable job in retention ...
the lack of mentoring and support op-
portunities was truly a distinct blemish.

Responding to a question about whether
they felt that as a Latina/o they had
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faced more or extreme challenges, one
Latina replied:

While in graduate school, yes, I felt like
it was more difficult to get mentored. I
had to continuously seek out mentors ...
I actually was pleasantly surprised that
the best mentors I had came from the
Women and Politics section or the vari-
ous feminist organizations in the Inter-
national Studies Association ... I
honestly used to feel that it was easier
for the men in the [Latino] Caucus to
get mentored.

Another Latino noted the lack of support
in his program: “I finished my Ph.D. in
April 2000 at {name of institution}. I
must say that the graduate program there
does not consider Latinos’ needs and is
very Eurocentric ... I would not recom-
mend any of my students to pursue a
graduate degree there.” Another Latino
commented: “My biggest hindrances
were a lack of support from my Ph.D.
advisor and the generally hostile atmo-
sphere towards ethnic minorities in my
graduate school department, both from
staff and fellow graduate students.” One
Latina was very specific about how her
faculty mentoring fell short: “It would
have been helpful to have more profes-
sors invite me to gather and interpret
their research data and publish papers
with them. Only one professor gave me
such an opportunity.”

Latinas were also more likely than
Latinos to cite family concerns. One re-
spondent named as a hindrance to her
career the fact that “the tenure clock and
biological /mother of young child clocks
are directly in competition.” Another La-
tina, who completed her Ph.D., is a
mother of two preschool children and is
in a tenure-track position, commented:

Hindrances include ... most importantly
the lack of support for being the primary
caregiver in the family ... When I
brought my son home I was told by my
department chair that I couldn’t have
course releases without taking FMLA
(meaning no pay) and that I wouldn’t be
eligible for a year extension on my ten-
ure clock.

Another Latina wrote that her career has
been “hindered ... by my own want to
have a good, well-rounded life with my
family. We were not interested in moving
to the Midwest, upstate NY or anywhere
that was completely isolated from fam-
ily.” One respondent that is teaching in
adjunct positions noted that she has
moved to be with her husband, who has
a tenure-track position in another field:
“This along with having two small chil-
dren has resulted in my ‘straddling’ aca-

demia. I applied selectively to a few jobs
this year and have just returned from a
campus visit. It looks promising but [I
am] unsure I would be able to take it if
offered because it would require a con-
siderable out of state commute.” A La-
tina who completed her Ph.D. in 2002
noted that she is still only halfway to
tenure because she has had to change
jobs three times in five years:

I have come to believe that if women
of color are to succeed as professors
within the patriarchal institution of aca-
demia, while at the same time coping
with family demands, we must be will-
ing to sacrifice a great deal—much
more than traditional mainstream male
colleagues do. And unfortunately, there
will be costs to our family and children.
This is indeed, a very real and painful
part of being in academia that my
white, male, childless colleagues do not
understand.

The only Latino who mentioned family
balance issues in his response was a gay
male who explained that he had taken a
post-doc position overseas because of
their “more sensible immigration regime
for same sex couples” (his partner is not
a U.S. citizen).

Latinas also were more likely to men-
tion service demands. As one tenured
Latina respondent put it: “Since there are
not as many women in the profession we
often end up on more committees than
the average male because committees
typically need to be diverse. The same is
true with being Latino. For a Latina the
combination can mean extra work that
may or may not be rewarded.” Another
Latina in a tenure-track position noted:
“I think one of the biggest issues is
being given the time to do research and
not get your energy sucked away with
teaching and service. The college tends
to assign women of color a great deal of
committee work, not to mention asking
us to attend various diversity functions
on campus.”

Several Latina respondents commented
on the lack of support they have had
from other Latino political scientists,
particularly senior males. One Latina
noted that “reviewing old conference
programs I think it would be obvious
that senior men were co-presenting (or
mentoring) younger men more than
women. This would also apply to re-
viewing the journals for publications, in
my opinion.” This same respondent
noted that she had received valuable
mentoring from other women outside of
the Latino Caucus or Race, Ethnicity and
Politics groups of APSA. Another Latina
wrote: “I have found that Latinos in the
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workplace have been less than helpful
throughout my career.”

A final difference we noted is that
Latinas were more likely to cite discrimi-
nation, including both sexism and rac-
ism, from colleagues, administrators, and
students. One respondent noted: “As a
woman of color, I have experienced a
constant struggle for acceptance and re-
spect in academia. Like other women of
color, I have experienced racism and sex-
ism throughout graduate school and then
as a junior faculty member.” A Latina
who has left the field noted: “Latinas
face many more challenges, sexism and
racism in the administration and depart-
ment politics and also by the students.”
Another Latina commented: “Like other
women of color, I have found myself
marginalized in academia.” Latinos also
cited racism; one noted:

There is a widespread perception that
Latino scholars are less qualified than
others ... Latent racism is prevalent in
informal settings and rears its ugly head
with regularity ... My biggest hind-
rances have been a lack of support from
my Ph.D. advisor and the generally hos-
tile atmosphere towards ethnic minorities
in my graduate school department, both
from staff and fellow graduate students.

Another Latino commented: “People per-
ceive you differently, talk down to you.”
One wrote that “I have always been con-
vinced that I worked twice as much as
some of my fellow students to achieve
the same grades.” However, a few re-
spondents wrote that their ethnicity had
been an advantage rather than a disad-
vantage. For example, one Latino
commented: “If anything, being a
‘preferentially treated’ minority has
opened opportunities to me that I might
not have otherwise had ... I often won-
der if I am being treated less harshly
than others.” And one Latina wrote: “I
believe that Latinos in the profession are
more competitive since many universities
and departments want to have a faculty
pool of diverse racial and ethnic
backgrounds.”

A final theme of interest from our sur-
veys was a relatively frequent complaint
that it is generally assumed that all La-
tino political scientists study (or should
study) Latino politics. One tenured La-
tina wrote: “Don’t assume we all want to
study Latin America or minority politics
in the U.S. It’s very off-putting ... Just
let us be scholars.” Another Latina com-
mented: “It would be great to have had
some guidance on how to resist well-
meaning professors who have a tendency
to assume Latino background = Latino
politics scholar regardless of a student’s

actual interests.” A Latino political theo-
rist wrote: “Although I have a natural
interest and do inform myself about
Latin American politics in general, it
seems as if I'm expected to have this
sort of expertise—even of a special
sort—even though I specialized in
something else.”

Conclusions

Overall, we found in our review of the
national data on baccalaureate and doc-
toral degrees in political science that
Latinos and Latinas are significantly un-
derrepresented, and that Latina under-
graduates are less likely than women of
other races or ethnicities to go on to earn
a Ph.D. We also found in our review of
Latino students known to APSA in 2000
and tracked in 2007 that a significant
pipeline problem exists after receipt of
the Ph.D., with many Latinos choosing
to leave the field or finding themselves
teaching in relatively undesirable part-
time or adjunct positions, rather than
tenure track positions. While no signifi-
cant gender differences exist at this
stage, we did find that Latino and Latina
respondents to our survey had very dif-
ferent perceptions of the quality and
quantity of mentoring available to Latino
scholars, and of the challenges they face
in the profession. Latinas were more
likely to cite family concerns, such as
needing to work near a spouse or take
time away from their careers for chil-
dren; were less likely to believe that they
had received good mentoring, particu-
larly from Latino and non-Latino senior
male colleagues; and were more likely to
believe they had been hindered by sex-
ism and racism.

While there is certainly much in this
report that is welcome good news, such
as the relatively high Ph.D. completion
rates among our respondents and the
growing number of Latino Ph.D.s re-
ported at the national level, there is
clearly much to be done in terms of re-
tention of scholars through graduate
school and beyond. We hope that these
results spur further attention to issues of
mentoring young Latinas in the profes-
sion and to address the additional bur-
dens of financial concerns and family
responsibility, sexism, and increased ser-
vice demands that they report as hin-
drances to their professional success.

Recruitment and retention of Latino
students and faculty must be a compre-
hensive process with a long-term com-
mitment to diversity. To that end, we
offer some recommendations for the suc-
cessful recruitment and retention of Lati-
nos into the field. The first step should be
self-assessment of departments, colleges,
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and universities. What are your programs
doing now in support of the recruitment
and retention of Latinos and Latinas?
What are those programs doing to sup-
port the successful transition of graduates
into academia? Not only is it important
to collect and analyze enrollment data on
students, it is equally important to collect
retention information (Dumas-Hines

et al. 2001). This could include but is not
limited to data on dropout rates, reasons
for dropout/non-completion, years to
complete programs/degrees, and
follow-up data such as employment rates.
Moreover, because the visibility of mi-
nority faculty on campus may act as a
catalyst in enticing minority students,
universities should also collect compara-
ble data on their faculties (Christler
Tourse 1987; Dumas-Hines et al. 2001).

Collection and analysis of these data
should provide a framework for develop-
ing a comprehensive plan to diversify the
population on campus. Departments and
institutions need to be aggressive and
innovative in their efforts to recruit La-
tino students. Outreach and awareness
campaigns must be directed where La-
tino students are located, such as minor-
ity, community, professional, and social
groups; organizations, churches, and
other religious groups; or minority frater-
nities and sororities, minority alumni;
and minority mailing lists. Recruitment
materials should be designed specifically
for minority audiences, and efforts fo-
cused on colleges and universities with a
high concentration of Latino students
such as Hispanic Serving Institutions
(HSIs). To increase Latino and Latina
recruitment into graduate school, faculty
and departments should provide these
undergraduate students with enhanced
research experiences and exposure to
political science conferences (ASHA
2007). These efforts, and others, will
increase the visibility of political science
as a profession among Latinos.

Financial support is crucial for both
the recruitment and matriculation of indi-
vidual students, as well as to achieve a
critical mass in graduate programs. A
critical mass, achieved over time, is a
highly effective tool for both recruitment
and retention of students and faculty
(ASHA 2007). Faculty and departments
should provide Latino students with op-
portunities to work (for pay) with senior
faculty on their research, encourage out-
of-state students to submit a change of
residence and status to in-state as soon as
possible, and inform students about vari-
ous opportunities within the field to re-
ceive funding and then support their
efforts to gain access to those funds.

Most importantly, it is essential that
individual faculty members, particularly
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senior faculty, take it upon themselves to
be good mentors to Latino and Latina
undergraduate and graduate students and
junior faculty. Departments must provide
institutional incentives for doing so,
along with the necessary training in how
to mentor effectively. We recognize that
such recommendations have been made
numerous times in the past. In 1990,
Garcia and Smith called on APSA to en-
courage mentoring of minority scholars,
especially by senior faculty. In a 1990
piece regarding pipeline issues, Judrez
argued that the solution was “a concerted
effort not only on the part of profes-
sional associations like the APSA but
more directly of faculty and graduate
student mentors” (1991, 539). The need
for mentoring was again noted in the
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