
Transforming 
Latina Leaders and 
Communities: 
A Comprehensive Assessment of 
NHLI Leadership Programs

20-year Impact Study



Acknowledgements

The National Hispana Leadership Institute (NHLI) wishes to acknowledge Innovative 
Consultants International Inc., and in particular Dr. Abdín I. Noboa-Ríos, for 
conducting the organization’s 20-year Impact Study and preparing the core of this 
report. This report owes much of its substance to the alumnae who participated in 
our survey. We thank them for their willingness to share their personal stories. Their 
testimonials of perseverance and success captured the value of NHLI’s work in a way 
that statistics alone never could. Special thanks to the NHLI staff, both past and 
present, and to the NHLI Board. This report is a testament to their commitment to 
the mission of this organization. The preparation of this report was made possible by 
funding provided by State Farm Insurance Companies.



Table of Contents

1.0  Study Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1

Highlights . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  1
Program Uniqueness .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  3
Milestones . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  4
Ethnic Representation . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  4

2.0  NHLI Approach  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     5

Executive Leadership Program  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  5
Latinas Learning to Lead Program  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  7
Approach to Leadership Development  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  7

3.0  Areas of Impact . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     9

Personal Impact  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  9
Professional Impact . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  10
Educational Impact  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  12
Economic Impact .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  13
Mentoring Impact . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14
Community Impact  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  15
Policy Impact .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  22
Impact of Networking  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  24
A Transformative Process  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  25

4.0 Conclusion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        27

5.0 Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           28



NHLI 20-Year Impact Study

Page 1

1.0   Study Overview
In an effort to measure success and make strategic decisions for the future, the National Hispana Leadership 
Institute (NHLI) sponsored a 20-year impact study of the organization and its two flagship programs, the 
Executive Leadership Program (ELP) and Latinas Learning to Lead (LLL). These programs represent the 
major training activities and service support provided by NHLI in conjunction with the annual Executive 
Leadership Training and Mujer Awards Conference and the regional Latina Empowerment Conferences 
(LECs). As a centerpiece of its 20th anniversary activities in 2007, NHLI engaged Innovative Consultants 
International Inc. to conduct a national survey of its alumnae.

Data was gathered utilizing both qualitative and quantitative research methods. These included an online 
survey for each of the two programs as well as in-depth interviews and focus groups with alumnae, event 
observations, review of past surveys/studies, meetings with staff members and board, review of alumnae 
accomplishments, and materials and archival reviews, among other documentation. 

Three out of five alumnae (58%) responded to the surveys administered to graduates of both programs 
(ELP, LLL) through 2007.1 Fairly uniform response rates were obtained by year of graduation and by age of 
respondents for both programs. Respondents mirror the non-respondent population across key demograph-
ic indicators with minor variation among key variables. Responses were received from 37 states, Washington 
D.C., Puerto Rico and overseas.

Highlights
NHLI is a unique leadership organization that has had a considerable personal and professional impact 
among its outstanding Latina alumnae, and through its alumnae its impact extends to hundreds of commu-
nities across the country. For more than two decades, graduates have generously given back to their com-
munity as they contribute to local institutions and the overall advancement of Hispanic females via men-
toring, Leadership Projects, networking and other special activities. Results can be summarized into seven 
discrete areas  

Personal Impact: NHLI fosters self-confidence and self-esteem.  

	Through self-report surveys, nearly two-thirds (59%) of executive program graduates and 72% 
of young Latinas (LLL) credit NHLI with helping them to follow their “dreams” and meet “best 
hopes.”

	The large majority (73%) of alumnae from both programs indicate that the program helped them 
learn more about themselves. 

	Over three-fourths (80%) of executive program graduates and 65% of LLL graduates credit NHLI 
with helping to “change my life for the better.” 
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Educational Impact: NHLI broadens participant’s ambition and vision for educational advancement.

	About three quarters (74%) of executive program graduates have attained graduate degrees, 
including nearly one-third (28%) with doctoral-level degrees. Nearly 9% attained degrees in higher 
education after program participation. 

	About 57% of LLL program participants expect to return to school and complete a graduate degree. 
Per self-reports, nearly all participants (96%) will be enrolled or have attained a college degree, 
including a graduate or professional degree; by 2010. 

Professional/Economic Impact: NHLI helps alumnae to advance in their careers.

	One-third (33%) of executive graduates report holding executive-level positions compared to 17% 
before the NHLI experience. This indicates a near doubling of executive-level positions within a 
short period—on average, less than ten years. 

	In 2007, nearly half (49%) of executive graduates earned individual annual incomes of more than 
$100,000, and nearly one in five (17%) had annual incomes exceeding $150,000.

	A strong majority of graduates from both programs (70%) strongly believe they are more effective 
leaders and professionals because of NHLI.

Mentoring Impact:  NHLI has a multiplier effect, directly touching thousands of Latinas through 
mentoring relationships with alumnae.

	Almost three-fourths (73%) of executive graduates have mentored four or more Latinas, while one-
third (32%) have mentored 12 or more Latinas.

	More than half (57%) of executive graduates themselves continue to use a mentor. 

	Two-thirds (66%) of LLL graduates have mentored two or more Latinas.

	The total number of Latinas that have been directly reached by alumnae through one-on-one 
mentoring now exceeds 5,000.

Community Impact:  Through alumnae Leadership Projects and broader community volunteerism, 
NHLI has had considerable impact at the local community level. 

	More than 500 alumnae Leadership Projects over the past 20 years have had a highly visible and 
long-term impact on local community development and empowerment of Latinas, touching 
hundreds of thousands of lives. Leadership Projects range from health care initiatives to voter 
registration drives to Latina entrepreneur development and the creation of nonprofit organizations, 
among others. 

	Nearly three-fourths (74%) of executive graduates continue to work on their Leadership Project 
beyond their two year commitment. Some 43% of the executive alumnae indicate their project is 
still ongoing. 

	More than half (54%) of executive graduates reported that their project eventually became a major 
initiative or that it helped launch a nonprofit organization. 
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	Community volunteerism was high among young Latinas. Close to three-fourths (73%) of LLL 
alumnae routinely volunteer every month, while 88% do some type of volunteer work during the 
year.

	As of 2007, the number of persons (primarily Latinas) reached directly through the Leadership 
Projects exceeded 31,275. 

Policy Impact: NHLI alumnae are influential opinion leaders and policy makers impacting their 
communities as elected and government officials, advocates, nonprofit executives, entrepreneurs, and 
through the mass media. 

	One-fifth (20%) of executive graduates have run for public office or have been appointed to a 
political position. 

	More than one-third (36%) of executive graduates currently serve on national boards. 

	More than half (52%) of executive graduates serve on government commissions or special task 
forces. 

Networking Impact:  NHLI embodies a vast and powerful network that inspires, motivates, connects, 
mobilizes and provides professional assistance.

	An overwhelming majority (86%) of executive graduates stay in touch with their classmates. 

	Nearly half (46%) of executive graduates use the Hermanas network six or more times per year. 

	Almost two-thirds (67%) of LLL graduates maintain contact with one to four classmates on a 
regular basis. 

	The total number of Latinas directly reached through various NHLI networking efforts exceeds 
20,000 annually, excluding efforts launched independently by alumnae themselves. 

Program Uniqueness
Since 1987, NHLI has created a unique niche in its contribution to leadership development in the U.S.  
Among its many accomplishments, the Executive Leadership and the Latinas Learning to Lead programs 
have catapulted the organization to become one of the nation’s premier leadership training institutions. As 
it exclusively focuses on the largest female minority group in the United States and Puerto Rico, NHLI has 
also contributed greatly to the broader Latino community and the nation. For example, the direct impact 
of just three of the activities listed above (mentoring, leadership projects and networking) has measurably 
affected the lives of an estimated 56,351 Hispanics nationwide, primarily Hispanic females.2 The return on 
investment (ROI) is considerably high. At the conservative end of the equation, each alumna extends the 
direct “reach” by another 99 Hispanics.3  

What makes NHLI distinctly different from other leadership organizations is its ability to train and provide 
support through both a female and a Hispanic cultural lens, addressing professional knowledge as well 
as cultural application. The key benefit to the approach is that Latinas are genuinely validated as they 
hone their skills. NHLI also promotes heightened awareness of social responsibility, sensitivity to cultural 
nuances, and stronger attention to the needs of the broader Hispanic community. 
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Milestones
Under NHLI’s many accomplishments, there are some specific and measurable highlights. During the past 
20 years, NHLI has: 

	Helped to develop Hispanic women as ethical leaders through training, professional development 
and community activism;

	Enhanced the leadership skills of Hispanic women, a significant and powerfully growing segment of 
the Latino community, whose commitment, contributions, and initiative will help ensure a vibrant 
and sustainable future for the U.S;

	Improved and expanded community services to Hispanics across the country; 

	Provided visible role models for Hispanic women leaders nationwide;

	Created one of most powerful professional women network in the country;

	Developed a unique leadership model program serving as a vibrant and viable alternative to 
mainstream leadership programs, fully grounded in the Latino culture;

	Ensured that Latinas in leadership positions have access and power to influence public policy;

	Helped to position Latinas as key players in the national arena.

Ethnic Representation
NHLI’s alumnae network reflects the diversity of the Latino community in the U.S., including nationality 
groups and foreign origins versus native born status. Nearly one in three alumnae from both programs was 
born outside of the United States. Among executive alumnae born outside of the United States (30%), the 
largest numbers came from Mexico (11%) and Puerto Rico (8%), with the balance (11%) born in another 
Latin American country. For the young Latinas (LLL), slightly more (40%) were born outside the U.S.: 
21% were born in Mexico, 16% in Latin America, and 3% in Puerto Rico. 

The ethnic representation of alumnae generally reflects U.S. average 
for various Hispanic subgroups with some small variations by pro-
gram (Exhibit 1.1). Among the executive group, 55% were of Mexican 
American background as were 57% of the young Latinas. Puerto Ricans 
accounted for nearly 20% of the executive group, and 6% of the young 
Latinas (LLL). For Cuban Americans, a similar pattern is evident, with 
a larger representation among executives (11%) and barely 3% among 
young Latinas. The percentage of those indicating Central or South 
American origin was about 8% for the executive and 15% for the young 
Latinas, with no particular country pattern for both groups. More young 
Latinas (17%) identified with the category of “mixed” ethnicity (several 
different ethnic nationalities), compared to the executive group (6%).4 
According to 2005 Census figures, Mexican Americans account for 64% 
of the Hispanic population, Puerto Ricans 9%, Cubans 3% and Central 
and South Americans 12%, and other, including mixed 12%.

Mexican-American (55%)

Puerto Rican (20%)

Cuban American (11%)

Central/South 
American (8%)

Mixed Ethnicity 
(6%)

Mexican-American (58%)

Puerto Rican (6%)

Cuban American (3%)

Central/South 
American (15%)

Mixed Ethnicity (17%)

Executive Program

Latinas Learning to Lead

Exhibit 1.1
Hispanic Ethnicity by Program
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2.0 NHLI Approach
Since its founding in 1987, NHLI has been grooming an exceptional group of mid-to high-level Latinas 
across the nation and preparing them for key positions of leadership through its Executive Leadership 
Program. The program’s alumnae number 440 over a 20-year period (1987-2007).  Many have achieved 
positions of regional and national prominence, including top level executives in the private, nonprofit and 
philanthropic sectors, elected and appointed public officials, and leaders in academia.

In 2001 NHLI introduced a program for younger Latinas.  The Latinas Learning to Lead (LLL) program 
recruits university students ages 17 to 22 for a unique educational experience — an intensive week-long 
institute that grooms young Latinas for leadership positions. This exceptional effort that complements its 
executive counterpart had prepared, as of 2007, 154 young leaders with solid skills and a support system for 
long-term professional development. 

A total of 594 alumnae from both programs, as of 2007, represent Hispanic women who are not only com-
mitted to excellence, but are also the product of a unique leadership model process. While demonstrating 
a high level of excellence and assertiveness, this group of Latinas represents a new wave of leadership that is 
fully in step with the Latino culture. The approach is highly dependent on social and collaborative processes 
and highly oriented to the group. Consequently, its results not only accrue to the individual, but to the 
alumnae class as a cohort, from where individual achievement thrives and excels. 

The Executive Leadership Program
The NHLI executive program fellows are high caliber, innovative 
and substantive. NHLI looks at recruiting participants who are 
highly talented, well accomplished, and culturally diverse. The pro-
gram complements and builds upon personal assets by integrating 
personal growth with formal training opportunities and exposure to 
talented Latinas. 

Through a dynamic curriculum, the executive program has inspired 
participants to put their talents into action by emphasizing personal 
strengths and managing personal weaknesses. A framework of col-
laboration and group excellence is used within a culturally-relevant 
context.  Participants are taught to reflect on their group and them-
selves to look ahead with renewed and expanded perspectives. By 
examining how Hispanics and females have historically approached 
social issues, they become better prepared to reach out and build 
bridges among vital groups, experienced powerbrokers and key orga-
nizations. 
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Using this framework, NHLI builds on a four-week intensive leadership training program which spans nine 
months and is implemented in four different cities across the country. 

WEEK 1:  Understanding One’s Self and Building Networks in San Juan Bautista, California 
(February/March).  These sessions focus on learning about personal leadership strengths and areas for 
development, cross-cultural communication, conflict resolution, team building and the development of 
support networks, and setting development goals. 

WEEK 2:  Effective Change Through Public Policy and Management at the John F. Kennedy School 
of Government, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts (April).  This training week focuses 
on public management, negotiation skills, and strategic management through a case study approach.

WEEK 3:  Leadership Assessment and Development at the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL), 
North Carolina, California or Colorado campuses (March-August).  The week combines lectures, 
group exercises, assessment questionnaires, and individual feedback sessions to provide participants with 
information about their leadership, behavioral, and decision-making styles. 

WEEK 4:  Impacting Decision-Makers and National Policy in Washington, D.C. (September).  
Sessions during this week explore the legislative process and national public policy issues, and engages 
participants in meetings with Congressional representatives and national leaders. 
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Upon completion of the four-week leadership training program, alumnae continue to apply their skills by 
designing a Leadership Project of their choosing and implementing for at least two years. The Leadership 
Project is expected to impact at least 25 people in the Latino community. While centered in a local commu-
nity, it is not uncommon for project scope to grow and have an impact outside the focus community. The 
fellows also commit to mentor at least two Latinas upon completion of the program.

The LatinaS Learning to lead program  
To complement the success of the Executive Program, the Latinas 
Learning to Lead (LLL) institute was introduced in 2001 to train the next 
generation of Latina leaders. The institute combines leadership training 
with technical and practical experience during a week-long comprehen-
sive program in Washington, D.C. 

The institute focuses on personal and career planning, health and well-
being, entrepreneur and leadership skills, and policy briefings. Some of 
the session topics include cross-cultural communications, conflict resolu-
tion, and race, class and gender issues. The institute provides opportuni-
ties to interact with high-level Hispanic leaders during lectures, special 
sessions, group exercises and site visits. 

Twenty-two Latina undergraduate college students from diverse geo-
graphical areas and ethnic subgroups within the Hispanic community are 
selected each year. All program participants obtain a full scholarship.

Approach to Leadership Development 
NHLI participants put their talents into action by emphasizing personal strengths, cultural assets, commu-
nity focus and collective action, while working with a highly supportive system and an active network of 
Hispanic women who truly care.  As one participant stated, “It is interesting to tour the world only to come 
home and discover you were ahead of the game from the start.”5  

Among traditional observers, it has come as a surprise that leveraging core values through a Latino prism is 
the reason NHLI is at the cutting edge of leadership development.  Being responsive to culture and sensi-
tive to differences with a renewed commitment to community and Latina unity has propelled NHLI to the 
cusp of leadership efforts nationwide. 

At the individual level, NHLI believes that all Latinas are leaders.  At the collective level, NHLI believes 
in collaborative efforts, diversity of thought, bridge building, and the promotion of multicultural synergy. 
NHLI also believes that there is an untapped and latent talent pool of over 25 million Hispanic women in 
the U.S. 6 who are ready to soar into positions of leadership. 
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Recent articles7 about America’s best leaders highlight a movement towards renewed commitment to team-
work. Leaders must not only learn to collaborate, but also lead in the area of human relationships. They 
must learn how to work together across cultures of work, language, nationality and race. There is no ques-
tion that the most effective leaders are those who can cross boundaries, forming partnerships not just in 
their own sector, but across sectors and understand the complexities of globalization.8 

Yesterday’s leader who heroically operated alone can no longer be the iconic image of success.9 Although 
people want charismatic leaders, our global and multicultural world cannot be led by a go-it-alone 
approach. Today’s leader must sit at the table with others and solve problems jointly. In today’s global econ-
omy, leadership and collaboration are indispensable. Leadership teams must embrace collaboration, cultural 
tolerance, conflict resolution, communication and the empowerment of colleagues who can support a com-
monly-held vision and then work together toward common solutions and win/win strategies. 

Despite rhetoric to the contrary, few programs are at the cutting edge of new leadership knowledge and 
development, and some of the most interesting thinking in this field is coming, almost stealthily, from 
organizations that are not well known, like NHLI. While NHLI has tapped into the vast experience of 
the Center for Creative Leadership and the Executive Leadership program at Harvard University it has 
done so via a Latina style of its own. This unique contribution is part of the success story behind NHLI’s 
accomplishments.  

“NHLI helped me define myself, pursue my passion and gave me the 
skills to earn a living as a writer. The program was life-changing for 
me. It has paid back a thousand-fold.”

Esmeralda Santiago (Class of 1990), Writer and Author

Esmeralda came to NHLI to find herself and pursue her dream of 
becoming a writer. At the first session, she made a pledge to the her-
manas in her class that she would become a writer to tell the stories 
of Latinas and Latinos in the United States. Four months later, 
Esmeralda’s first article was published in a magazine; six months 
later she signed a contract with a major publisher to write her first 
book. Her books, When I Was Puerto Rican and Almost a 
Woman, have inspired thousands to embrace the duality of their 
cultures, learn English, pursue academic endeavors, and reach for 
their dreams. Esmeralda’s second book was one of five selected for 
Masterpiece Theater’s American Collection; the first time in the 
show’s 30-year history that they considered a Latino theme.

becoming a writer. At the first session, she made a pledge to the her-
manas in her class that she would become a writer to tell the stories 
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3.0 Areas of Impact

PersonAl imPACT
NHLI places a deep focus on individual development and culture. One alumna described how many felt 
by stating: “The program dealt with the foundation of who we are.” At the core of the personal impact is 
increased self-confidence through a process of identity formation. NHLI provides an easy transition of dif-
ferent cultures complementing one another so that alumnae do not feel the need to surrender cultural iden-
tity for success. One respondent talked about the “complete me” as one way to frame the concept. Another 
said, “This program is not only sophisticated and with the latest in leadership development, but also has 
the community and personal component that the others miss. I see it as a full program—360 degrees.” In 
describing the issue of identity, one alumna 
phrased it succinctly:  “Culture does add a 
significant layer that is often missed and 
that you have to deal with. NHLI has done 
a good job here—not only on how we see 
the world, but how the world sees us.”

With enhanced self-confidence, alumnae 
are more willing to speak up, advocate and 
follow their dreams. One alumna talked 
about “finding my voice,” while another 
said, “[the NHLI] allowed me to stand up 
and declare my mission and then do it!” 
Alumnae felt the program helped enhance 
their self confidence by expanding their 
knowledge-base and gaining new skills to 
lead others on critical issues, combating exclusion from informal networks and lack of role models). 

The program has been a transformational experience for participants.  When asked about the NHLI 
experience, nearly 80% of executive respondents indicated that the program had “changed my life for the 
better” and that “the program has impacted me more than any other professional program.” Among 18 
items ranked via survey, executive fellows indicated the following two as the highest rated:  1) the program 
expanded me beyond my comfort zone, and 2) I greatly recommend the program to my peers. 

In a nearly identical manner, young Latinas strongly indicated (77%) that the program helped them learn 
about themselves and the “significance of being a Latina.” Asked if they would recommend the program to 
their peers, 98% answered affirmatively. When asked about their interest in attending the NHLI executive 
program in the future, 96% said “yes.” 

A recent graduate of the executive program 
who has several pending patents on her 
inventions as an engineer, Janie Montoya 
Ledet (Class of 2007), stated the following 
about the program: 

“It is my dream to see more Hispanic 
women become technology inventors and decision-
makers. NHLI is spawning leaders who will inspire 
the next generation to get educated and contribute 
innovations that will have profoundly positive impacts 
on our world.”
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Seldom do evaluations attain responses above an 80% level of peer endorsement in professional programs of 
any type. These exceptionally high ratings represent a positive testament to the importance and attraction of 
the program to participants. 

Statistics aside, another real measure of impact is that which is relayed through alumnae comments and 
substantiated by specific actions after graduation. While some continued with their projects, others devel-
oped new careers, while still others went on to start new initiatives or create new institutions. The story of 
Aliana Apodaca (Class of 1990), ranks among them. 

Aliana is the owner and principal trainer of Positive Directions. As a keynote speaker and trainer, 
she has addressed thousands of people throughout the United States, Puerto Rico and Mexico. She 
has evolved from being a single mother on welfare to a national leader. 

Professional Impact
The NHLI alumnae represent a veritable “who’s 
who” across the nation, shaping and influencing 
policy in important ways. Executive alumnae serve 
as lawyers, judges, elected officials, artists, writers, 
public speakers, scientists, managers, executives, 
even Hollywood insiders. Young Latina gradu-
ates are also entering important positions early on, 
though the majority is continuing with their stud-
ies and becoming better prepared to lead.

Executive alumnae are predominantly working in 
the government and private sectors (Exhibit 3.1).  
About 31% work in government, including 11% 
who hold elected or appointed positions; another 
23% work in the nonprofit sector. Nearly one out 
of three (31%) work in the private sector, includ-
ing 13% that own their own company or are self-
employed.10

NHLI alumnae impact local and national policy 
by serving on government task forces and special 
commissions. Over half (52%) of executive 
program graduates serve on local, state and 
national commissions and taskforces. Some 20% 
of executive alumnae reported having run for 
public office. One alumna reported, “I became 
a trailblazing human rights figure in the State of 
New Mexico and in the nation at large. Governor 
Bill Richardson noticed and appointed me to be 

Marisa J. Demeo (Class of 2002) 
Magistrate Judge 

D.C. Superior Court

When Marisa Demeo entered the NHLI pro-
gram, she served as lead attorney for the Mexican 
American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 
(MALDEF)’s D.C. office, advocating for Latino 
civil rights before Congress and the White 
House. After graduating from NHLI, she taught 
at the Howard University School of Law. In 
2004, she joined the U.S. Attorney’s Office as 
a criminal prosecutor. In 2007, she was selected 
as a Magistrate Judge for the Superior Court of 
the District of Columbia. In 2009, Marisa was 
nominated by President Obama to ascend to 
Associate Judge in the DC superior Court of the 
District of Columbia.
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a Human Rights Commissioner and later to the New Mexico Commission on the Status of Women.” 
Alumnae consistently cited the positive impact NHLI had on preparing them to assume responsibility in 
their respective areas of leadership.

A considerable number of executive alumnae are appointed to national board of director posts. Over one-
third (36%) of executive respondents indicated serving (or having served) on corporate boards of directors 
with direct impact on policy and governance. One NHLI alumna said, “I now have the network, tools, 
confidence and know-how to sit on local, national and nonprofit boards.”

The vast majority of executives reported major career advancement. In examining job level before and after 
NHLI participation, the shift toward a greater leadership role became significant within a relatively short 
period of time after program participation. For example, the percentage of alumnae serving as executives 
rose dramatically, from 17% before the NHLI experience to 33% afterwards (Exhibit 3.2). This represents a 
significant shift as the average professional/senior manager obtained executive-level positions in less than 10 
years. A typical alumna doubled the likelihood of becoming a chief executive (e.g., president and vice presi-
dent) while drastically lowering her chances of remaining senior manager or continuing in a professional/
technical position. 

Exhibit 3.2 also denotes that many executive alumnae became self-employed, either beginning their own 
business or creating nonprofits. The level of increase was from 9% prior to NHLI to 13% soon after. 
Elected/appointed office holders also more than doubled after NHLI—from 4 to 11%. These figures repre-
sent full-time, paid positions when you consider alumnae who hold elected positions that area unpaid, part-
time or both.11 The percentage of persons in such offices is actually higher. 

Exhibit 3.2 
Employment Changes (Executive Program)
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Educational Impact
At the time of the survey in 2007, 73% of LLL participants had completed a Bachelor’s degree, and an 
additional 20% were still enrolled at a college or university at the undergraduate level. Among the collateral 
benefits gained from the NHLI experience, 71% of LLL ranked “staying in school” among the top two 
benefits resulting from program participation. Not only has the NHLI program made a difference in the 
lives of many Latina students as they wrestle between school and the world of work, but the experience is 
propelling many to continue on to graduate education. To date, one in five (20%) of the LLL alumnae have 
attained a graduate degree, 19% are enrolled in graduate school and an additional 57% are planning to 
pursue a graduate degree (Exhibit 3.3). This represents a total 96% of all LLL alumnae that have completed 
or are pursuing or considering a graduate degree. This is astounding when we consider that the Latino high 
school dropout rate is greater than 55% nationwide,12 and only 13% of Latinos complete college.13

Educational researchers have documented that a 
broad variety of factors help determine Hispanic 
pathways through higher education and bachelor’s 
degree completion rates.14 Among the key factors 
that predict high rates of success are:  

1) peer support systems; 

2) mentoring; and 

3) viable Hispanic role models. 

Not coincidentally, all three of these factors are 
basic elements of the NHLI process. 

“The Latinas Learning to Lead program introduced me to other 
vibrant Latina students and gave me the confidence and skills to 
make a difference in the world.”

Yaneris Rosa (Class of 2001), Harvard Law School Student

Yaneris Rosa came to this country from the Dominican Republic when she was 
10 years old and grew up in a single-parent household in New York City. She 
is a first-generation college attendee, receiving a full scholarship from Cornell 
University. Yaneris participated in the Latinas Learning to Lead program in 
the summer of 2001. Upon graduation, she began work in Senator Hillary 
Clinton’s office and then went on to attend Harvard Law School.

Exhibit 3.3 
Education Attainment (LLL Program)
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Among the executive group, the percentage of those attaining a Master’s Degree (or equivalent) within a few 
years of graduating from the NHLI program increased, as did the portion of executives who had completed 
doctoral studies. Exhibit 3.4 shows a 3 to 5% increase for Ph.D. and other doctorate-level credentials, and 
a significant increase in MBAs. The likelihood of similar graduate-level attainment among Latinas in this 
country, especially after their mid-30s, is under 1% percent. 

The educational achievement of the executive group after the NHLI experience is quite astounding, espe-
cially considering the high median age and the fact that many alumnae had been in the workforce for over 
a decade and had major family obligations.15 As one respondent aptly summarized, “We are late bloomers 
and are doing in our late 30s and early 40s what other groups accomplished in their mid 20s.” When asked 
why, the response was: “We had to take care of our families first.” Another opined: “Many of us had been 
so put down by society and sometimes even beaten down by family, that it took awhile to realize we actu-
ally have what it takes to make it…”

Reflecting on her achievements, one executive alumna summed it up for many: “I never thought I’d get an 
MBA and I did. I never thought I’d leave AT&T and I did. I never thought I’d own my own business and 
now I do. I never thought I’d be doing public speaking and now I do…” 

Economic Impact
As male/female income disparity continues unabated in this country, Hispanics are no exception to the 
trend. Among Latinos, in 2005 females earned from 54 to 83% of male incomes depending on the sector.16 

Exacerbating this disparity is the gap between Hispanic and non-Hispanic income nationwide. Added 
together, the gender and the ethnic/racial gap represent a considerable “double hit” for Hispanic females. 
Despite these disparities, executive alumnae rank at the very top of the economic ladder, indicating they 
are breaking barriers at all levels. In 2007, nearly one-third (32%) earned annual salaries ranging between 
$100,000 to $149,000 while another one-sixth (17%) earned $150,000 or more. Altogether, nearly half 
(49%) of executive alumnae earn $100,000 or above. This is extraordinary, given the fact that Hispanics 
normally represent low-wage earners, Hispanic women earn less, and most alumnae live far away from high-
income centers.   

Exhibit 3.4
Highest Degree Attained (Executive Program)
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The data puts alumnae earnings at the very high-
est levels of any demographic group in the country. 
Considering that the median per capita earning among 
Hispanics17 has hovered around $25,000 in the past 
several years—and even less for women—the earnings 
reflected among executive alumnae puts them at the 
highest percentile level among Hispanics in the U.S.18 

The before-and-after increase in per capita income 
is also exceedingly high as depicted in Exhibit 3.5. It 
represents a substantial jump in the median salary as a 
result of program participation, ranging from the low 
end of one range ($50,000-$74,999) to the high end 

of another range ($75,000-$99,999) within an average ten-year period.19 Income data represents one of the 
most dramatic effects of the NHLI program. It also demonstrates another example of an extremely impres-
sive return on investment (ROI).

Mentoring Impact
Mentoring and personal transformation are critical cornerstones of the NHLI model and key differentia-
tors from most leadership programs. The mentoring process has played a key role in all NHLI programs, 
and it is expected that all participants mentor other Latinas upon graduation.  The vast majority of NHLI 
alumnae cited repeatedly that their experience was life changing and that the mentoring process has become 
a core part of their lives. One executive participant summed it up by saying, “Mentoring is the way we can 
become the other’s best example of success.” and is at the heart of its leadership development. 

Data substantiate the important role of mentoring for both of these programs. Over half (53%) of executive 
alumnae indicated they have mentored more than six Latinas. Exhibit 3.6 illustrates the percentage of exec-
utive Latinas mentoring others, by number of Latinas being mentored since graduating from the program. 
Calculations indicate that at least 4,500 Latinas have been mentored by NHLI executive alumnae alone.20  
When one considers that these alumnae are also highly regarded leaders, their indirect impact can be esti-
mated easily in the tens of thousands.    

In a similar manner, more than half (53%) of young 
Latinas have mentored three or more persons, amount-
ing to at least 586 persons. Between both programs, 
over 5,086 persons21 have received direct mentoring 
from alumnae.  

Mentoring is also sought by alumnae to support their 
professional and personal development and draw 
energy to continue their own mentoring efforts.  Well 
over half (57%) of the executives, regardless of posi-
tion, continue to seek mentoring for support, guidance 
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and inspiration. Over three-fourths (76%) of young Latinas (LLL) seek similar mentoring opportunities. 
When asked about the mentoring process and reasons why this was so attractive, most alumnae based their 
answers on personal experience and how they learn best. 

A personal relationship with their mentor appears to be preferred.  The importance of  a personal mentor 
relationship is underscored by the fact that while the young Latina program had options for different types 
of mentoring, most  participants (85%) opted to pursue mentoring through more traditional, direct, one-
on-one mentoring activities rather than online via the Cybermadrina program (15%). Greater personal 
contact seemed to provide more importance to the experience.

Alumnae identified many benefits of the mentoring experience, including being one of the best ways to 
learn. Some of the reasons cited by alumnae for serving as mentors included: 

Assisting others in their personal/professional development
 “Paying back” to the community
Providing sustenance
Developing role models
Caring for their Latina sisters
Being a comadre
Breaking the stigma of Latinas working alone and “reinventing the wheel”

NHLI alumnae do not view mentoring as something exclusively for rising star professionals. As one alumna 
put it, “Through my work with gang intervention and youth work, I have always mentored young women 
and men to aspire for what they want in life. If they dropped out of school, I helped them get their GED 
and attend a community college or enroll in needed training programs.” 

Mentoring represents a deep commitment to train others and to ensure that one-on-one, personal com-
munication is maintained. The high value placed on mentoring underscores that alumnae are interested in 
improving the lives of other Hispanics and that this commitment is taken seriously. 

Community Impact
Among the executive alumnae, the impact on the Latino community is most prominent through the 
Leadership Projects. Every participant is expected to develop a community-based Leadership Project that 
directly affects the personal lives of 25 Latinas, and continues to be implemented for at least two years after 
graduation.22 The Leadership Projects are diverse and focused on areas such as the arts, advocacy and policy, 
business, health, education and the environment.  

With more than 500 projects to date, one per alumna, the Leadership Projects have been highly visible and 
a most welcome addition to the efforts of many community and college endeavors across the country. They 
represent a significant contribution to many communities and for some communities represent a cumula-
tive impact of almost 20 years.  
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The alumnae credit NHLI with providing them either a new (or enhanced) appreciation toward com-
munity. This is best exemplified by the 74% of executive fellows who opted to stay involved with their 
Leadership Projects well beyond the two-year commitment.  A review of alumnae accomplishments across 
projects found that Leadership Projects averaged about seven years in length. 

An analysis of project longevity and direct community impact indicates that nearly half (43%) of the proj-
ects turned into long-term initiatives.  Many have transformed into ventures or institutions that function as 
independent entities or as 501(c)(3) organizations. These “ongoing” community-based initiatives (n≈184) 
represent a formidable contribution toward community development and empowerment.

“NHLI helped me bring the [National Latino Children’s] Institute to life.” 
Becky Barrera (Class of 1997). Co-founder,  
National Latino Children’s Institute

NHLI ignited a spark that has touched hundreds of communities across the United 
States, which have benefited from Becky’s vision and leadership. Upon graduation 
from NHLI in 1997, Becky helped to start the National Latino Children’s Institute 
(NLCI) that created a voice for Latino children by identifying best practices and 
models, formulating policy, and creating programs that promote healthy environ-
ments for children. To gain momentum for the project, Becky tapped into the talents 
and expertise of NHLI board members, supporters, and instructors ranging from 
White House staff and U.S. Congress to Harvard professors. She called on the NHLI 
alumnae network to open doors in more than 130 cities across the country where she 
introduced hundreds of thousands of children, parents, and educators to programs 
such as book fairs for literacy, neighborhood car-seat safety programs, and health fairs 
promoting well-baby check ups. To date, an estimated 5 million people have been 
impacted by NLCI efforts.

Community effect has been extensive and has easily impacted hundreds of thousands of lives. While exact 
estimates cannot be provided, considering secondary and tertiary effect, direct effects of projects can be 
calculated. For example, 389 executive projects23 that directly affect 25 Latinas each, added to another 142 
young Latina projects of equal impact, directly affects the lives of more than 13,275 Latinas.24 Among proj-
ects that exceed the two-year period for the executive group (n=288),25 the reach is estimated to extend to 
18,000 Latinas.26 These two figures expand the total reach among Leadership Projects to at least 31,275—a 
considerable level of Latina outreach by any standard.  

Statistics aside, another real measure of impact is that relayed through alumnae comments and substantiated 
by specific actions after graduation, including the start of new careers or the creation of new institutions. 
The following stories illustrate this broader impact. 
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Marisela Herrera (Class of 2005), was inspired by the NHLI’s leadership training to develop culturally-
relevant curricula that focuses on empowering Latina youth in Tempe, Arizona. As Coordinator of Student 
Leadership Programs at Arizona State University, Marisela has worked in education for the past decade. She 
also serves as president of Mujer, Inc., a nonprofit dedicated to Latina youth empowerment, and is a sought-
after presenter on Latina youth, culture, and the minority educational experience. 

Irene Martínez (Class of 1992), a community center executive, had a vision of building a facility that her 
organization, El Centro de Delhi Community Center, could call its own. Ten years later, Irene cut the rib-
bon on a 27,000-square-foot facility that serves 20,000 families, including hundreds of children annually 
in Orange County, California. The center has doubled the number of licensed home-based care providers in 
Santa Ana, helping providers start and build successful businesses and giving working mothers peace of mind.

Overwhelmingly, participants felt that NHLI motivated them to address issues facing the Hispanic com-
munity locally, regionally, and nationally.  As illustrated by the vignettes, NHLI offers opportunities to work 
with the Latino community for two distinct groups of participants. For those already working with Latino 
populations, it allows the opportunity to better address current issues. For others not as involved with the 
community, NHLI inspired them to focus more on issues affecting Latinos and provided forums and mod-
els for accomplishing this.  In relating her experience, one responded stated: “There is no question that 
NHLI re-affirmed my commitment to work with the community.” Her statement is fairly representative.

When asked how the Leadership Project had made a difference, responses from interviews, focus groups, 
and open-ended survey questions were numerous, including the following highlights: 

“I settled a class action lawsuit with the University of California (UC) for about 20 million dollars for 
approximately 3,200 women and Hispanics at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in Los Alamos, New 
Mexico.”

“My leadership project got Latinas to [literally] stand on their feet—to become healthier through physical 
fitness.” 

“PCSW [an outgrowth of the Leadership Project] championed public policy benefitting Latina women 
transitioning from welfare; increased opportunity for attending training and community college; increased 
childcare payments; and initiated a Women’s Development Initiative.” 

“I am working with Latinas in business: training and contracts; also on job searches and career 
development.”

These examples provide powerful images of the impact alumnae have across the country. Through 
Leadership Projects and related program activities, NHLI has heightened alumnae’s sense of community 
payback, collective responsibility, and group commitment. This is evident in the quality and breadth of 
projects and initiatives that have been undertaken upon completion of the Executive Leadership Program.  
While too numerous to mention all, projects span a considerable number of areas (see Exhibit 3.7).  
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exHibiT 3.7 
   Sample Impact Areas

Education
• Mentoring Latinas

• Youth development conferences
• College-placement programs

• Family leadership institute
• New schools

• Educational clinics
• Dropout prevention programs

• Educational fellowships
• Book fairs

• Reading Clubs

The Arts
• Showcase for Latino art

• Authoring a book
• Cinematography

• Development of photo essays

Advocacy & Policy
• Voter registration drives

• Latino journalists for change
• Immigration initiatives 

• Hispanic council
• Advancement of Latinas toward 

political careers

Private Sector
• Latina entrepreneur development

• Leadership training
• Public speaking seminars

• Diversity initiatives 

Health & Environment
• Fitness initiatives

• Health fairs
• Car seat safety

• Community cleanup project
• Latino Health Association 

Networks
• Faith-based ministries

• Support groups
• New networks of Latinas



NHLI 20-Year Impact Study

Page 19

María Antonieta “Toni” Trejo (Class of 2006) is illustrative of the leadership provided by NHLI graduates.

Toni works as a Senior Congressional Advisor at the Bureau of Legislative Affairs at the U.S. Department of 
State in Washington, D.C. She works with high school students in her native CA, and Arlington, VA where 
she currently resides to promote educational opportunities, internships and exposure to careers in the govern-
ment. 

Many executive participants were at a crossroads when they enrolled in NHLI’s leadership program. They 
were ripe for growth and development.  For some participants, this was a life-changing experience since it 
helped them jump-start their career, made them stronger professionals, and catapulted some into higher-
level positions. 

Toti Cadavid (Class of 2005), entrepreneur, is making a difference in the lives of many high-school 
Latinas. Building on her experience as co-founder of Xcelente Marketing and Advertising, Toti developed a 
workshop for high-school age Latinas that provides training on self-confidence and other skills for success in 
the business world. Toti currently sits on the Latino Advisory Board of the Colorado Secretary of State, and on 
the Latino Advisory Council of the Colorado Commission on Higher Education. 

Recent graduates of the Class of 2007 had much to say about the NHLI experience. Some comments and 
reflections about the program included:

“The successes we are likely to achieve as a result of the NHLI are not in isolation, but form part 
of the advancement for our community and the legacy we leave for our children.”

Cynthia Avilar (Class of 2007)

“The program not only gave us the tools that we need to succeed and grow as global leaders, but 
challenged us to work on ways to improve the status of Latino communities across the nation.”

Carmen Cantor (Class of 2007)

“The NHLI program is helping to galvanize the impact of Latina leaders and create a forum by 
which we can collectively improve the status of Hispanics at a national level.”

Idalia Fernández (Class of 2007)

“The NHLI program provides me a new perspective on my contributions to the community and 
as a leader in my profession.”

Virgina Gonzales (Class of 2007)

“This [NHLI experience] was an excellent opportunity for personal growth and to further my 
commitment to the Latino community.”

Suzanne Moreno (Class of 2007)
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Many participants credited the NHLI program with increasing their knowledge and expertise about criti-
cal issues facing Latinos in the U.S. Alumnae also believe the NHLI program helped them enhance their 
skills and learn new ones to lead more effectively. When executive graduates were asked about how NHLI 
impacted their lives, among the most frequent response items selected (above the 90% level of response fre-
quency) were the following two: 1) “NHLI taught me about issues facing the Latino community,” and 2) 
“NHLI helped me take new leadership roles in the community.” 

The story of Carmen Flores (Class of 2006), attorney, illustrates how she has taken her knowledge of 
advocacy and the legal profession and is using it for self-improvement among Latina teens. 

Carmen, a Senior Trial Attorney with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, Seattle Field 
Office, designed a tool for Latino teens entering the work force that trains them to identify and com-
bat issues of harassment and discrimination in the workplace. After piloting the training at one high 
school, she intends for the curriculum to be replicated throughout the city. 

When asked “Describe how participation in NHLI has affected you. [e.g., career, personal life, and commu-
nity involvement],” the following summarizes the most typical responses: 

“I would have never dared to take such risks with my career, but for NHLI.”

“NHLI has changed the paradigm through which I see the world. It has provided me with the necessary 
leadership tool to continue.”

“The program helped me advocate for my community.”

“This experience provided the tools and gave me the confidence to start new organizations and initiatives 
that continue to this day.”

“I simply became empowered to do something for my people.”

“I now have a better understanding of the Hispanic community in the U.S.”

“There is no question that NHLI re-affirmed my commitment to work with the community.”

“My NHLI experience helped me create a bigger vision for California’s Latino community at a statewide 
and local level.”

“I now write opinion pieces about Hispanic issues all the time.”

“The NHLI experience clearly showed me that I have a great responsibility to commit resources and efforts 
to the Hispanic community.”

“NHLI made me realize that we cannot do this [community involvement] on our own. We need to teach 
others how to mobilize our community in a respectful, but ‘impactful’ way.”
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Among the executives, community learning and community impact ranked near the top of the list of state-
ments alumnae were most likely to agree with regarding NHLI program effects. Frequency of response to 
the item, “The program helped me learn more about Latinas and my community,” ranked among the top 
third of options. Responses not only reflect community impact, individual learning and attitude formation 
toward community involvement, but are indicative of overall commitment to community involvement. 
Ultimately, this results in high rewards for later community action by alumnae. 

Among LLL alumnae, the NHLI experience has been formidable in terms of community involvement, 
although somewhat different focusing more on established volunteer opportunities in the community than 
launching independent initiatives. As with the executive programs, the LLL participants have the opportu-
nity to develop a Leadership Project as well as mentor at least two Latinas upon graduation. 

In response to the survey question about frequency of community volunteerism—“How often do you 
volunteer in the Latino community?”—nearly three-fourths (73%) indicated they volunteer at least once 
monthly, about one-third (31%) volunteer weekly, and another two-fifths (42%) provide volunteer work 
once or twice each month. Another 15% volunteer “once a year” and 10% volunteer “seldom.”

These findings represent a considerably higher rate of volunteerism than the typical American volunteer in 
the U.S. (2007), where volunteerism rates have actually dropped since 2005.27 [Based on latest statistics, 
only one-fourth of all Americans (27%) “ever” perform voluntary work. Among those who volunteer, the 
average volunteer is over 50 years of age, performs less than 45 minutes of service per month and performs 
most of the volunteer work at church.28]

Survey responses, interviews and anecdotal statements suggest that many LLL alumnae strengthened their 
conviction to work for the betterment of community as a result of the NHLI experience. When asked 
“Have you affected or influenced change in your Latino community as a result of your NHLI experience?” 
Most (85%) young Latinas answered affirmatively to the question and provided examples. 

The story of Jennifer Lopéz (Class of 2003), illustrates alumnae community-related work and overall 
commitment.   

Jennifer was a McNair Scholar at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) when she participated in 
the LLL program. Upon graduation from UNLV, Jennifer served as a press intern for U.S. Senate Majority 
Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) and subsequently became the Senator’s Deputy Press Secretary for Nevada. She 
recently completed a master’s degree in Public Communication at American University. Her LLL experience 
peaked her interest in Latino voter mobilization and she now plans to pursue doctoral studies on the rhetoric 
of voter messages.

While about three-fourths of LLL respondents were already involved with Latino issues on/off campus, they 
indicated a considerably higher level of involvement after participation in the NHLI program. Notable dif-
ferences were that: 1) some students (15%) became involved with Hispanic issues for the first time; 2) oth-
ers (22%) became more involved in mentoring activities; 3) a large sector (55%) continued their involve-
ment, but with a stronger sense of purpose; and 4) for a few (6%), there appeared not to be any major 
change in involvement.   
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Overall, both the executive and youth leadership programs created special opportunities for critical dia-
logues about community.  In reviewing program impact on community, one alumna framed it succinctly: 
“The program gave space and opportunity for participants to change their life. It gave us the forum to 
discover ourselves and learn. It also brought us closer to ourselves and our community.”  From the vantage 
point of another Latina, “The strength of the program is that we, as leaders, can return to our communities 
with a renewed dedication to create change and build leadership from within.”

Policy Impact
NHLI alumnae are in key policy and decision-making positions and bring their influence to bear on many 
communities throughout the country. 

One alumna that affects policy at the state level Is Kansas State Representative Delia García (Class of 
2007).  Rep Garcia stated that the NHLI program gave her a “refreshed perspective on her professional 
life.” She also added that the program: “Has empowered me to challenge myself in new growth areas, both 
professionally and personally.”

Another alumna who affects public policy is Lorraine Cortés-Vázquez (Class of 2001).  She serves as the 
first Latina Secretary of State for New York and represents one of only two Hispanic females serving as a 
Secretary of State in this country. 

Before being appointed by former New York Governor, Elliott Spitzer, as Secretary of State, Cortes-Vasquez 
served as President of the Hispanic Federation, a non-profit network of 90 Latino health and human service 
agencies in New York, New Jersey, Connecticut and Pennsylvania, aiding more than two million Hispanics 
annually.

“NHLI gave me the courage to run for office.  I constantly draw from 
my experiences at the workshops and seminars of the program. It 
was a turning point in my career.”

 Annie Betancourt (Class of 1991), Public Servant

Annie served as a member of the Florida House of Representatives from 1994 
to 2002.  During her time in the state legislature, she was a catalyst and strong 
voice for education reform, economic development and environmental protec-
tion. She championed legislation to create job opportunities, worked to promote 
access to higher education through scholarships, and fought public corruption. 
She is currently the President of the Miami Dade League of Women Voters.
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María Teresa Petersen (Class of 2004) is a successful political consultant and Executive Director of Voto 
Latino, a youth organization founded by actress Rosario Dawson seeking to galvanize the fastest growing 
eligible voting block in America: young Latinos.

There are a number of alumnae who are very influential in the mass media and film production. 

Amy Serrano (Class of 2004), filmmaker and producer 
Filmmaker Amy Serrano produced, wrote and directed the feature-length documentary film “The Sugar 
Babies: The Plight of the Children of Agricultural Workers on The Sugar Industry of the Dominican Republic.” 
Amy has received countless awards for her commitment to the Hispanic community through film-making, 
writing and activism. 

Raquel Ortiz (Class of 2000), in broadcasting and film, has produced La Plaza, Mi Puerto Rico: a per-
sonal examination of the more than 100-year troubled relationship between Puerto Rico and the United States, 
and various other media productions. Her book, Silk Purse, is a “memoria” about growing up with her 
Puerto Rican/Cuban extended family in New York City’s South Bronx during the 1950s.

Nely Galán (Class of 1989), media mogul and entrepreneur, has launched and been a part of some of 
the most innovative projects in mainstream and Latino media. She paved the way for Latinas as media exec-
utives at 22 years old when she became the youngest station manager for WNJU TV Channel 47 in New 
York and by becoming President of Entertainment for the Telemundo network years later. Galán has owned 
and operated her own media company, Galan Entertainment, since 1994 through which she has produced 
smash hits such as FOX reality show “The Swan”, among others. 
 

“I would never have been able to create this project had I not 
gone through NHLI. I didn’t have the skill set or the confidence to 
conceive such a project or implement it, but going through the NHLI 
program enabled me to get it done.”

Neddy Perez (Class of 2000), Corporate Executive

Neddy works in the private sector and wielded considerable influence over 
corporate policy during her time at Shell Oil. While working in the IT depart-
ment, Neddy focused her NHLI leadership project on a pilot computer recycling 
program that donated to underserved local school districts and community orga-
nizations. The program has assisted in closing the digital gap by donating over 
5,000 computers that would have been recycled or sold at market value. Neddy’s 
commitment to the community was noted by the chairman of the board of par-
ent company Royal/Dutch Shell, who mandated that it be adopted internation-
ally in over 140 countries. 
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By all accounts, the NHLI network is an impressive and powerful web of people who are interconnected 
and who can quickly communicate with one another, sharing ideas, conveying critical information and 
becoming each other’s best resource. 

Impact of Networking
The networks that exist among alumnae are extensive and powerful. These have been supported through 
multiple forums including the annual Executive Leadership Training Conference, regional Latina 
Empowerment Conferences (LECs), an extensive Web site and online Hermanas network, and the 
Cybermadrina project and other initiatives that join alumnae and bring Latina leaders together.  

Finding and coalescing with peers are important activities for NHLI alumnae since they often have found 
themselves isolated in their careers or academic environments. As one alumna noted, “It can be lonely at the 
top. This program brought us back home and showed us that we could have a community at the top and 
that we were not alone. Most importantly, that we could be each other’s best support.”

NHLI offers a trusted and vast peer group that inspires, motivates and provides professional assistance. One 
alumna summed up what many said about the alumnae network: “Their support, encouragement and espe-
cially their friendship has been a valuable asset.” Another alumna said, “I have used hermanas as trainers, 
keynote presenters, and much more.”

There is an overwhelming desire on the part of alumnae to stay in touch.  Nearly all of the executive gradu-
ates (86%) stay in touch with one another. Nearly two-thirds (60%) stay in touch with classmates at least 
quarterly, and another fourth (26%) stay in touch annually. This is significant, especially considering that 
more than half of survey respondents graduated over 10 years ago. Contact with the hermanas network 
indicates that 66% use this network at least once a year and among them, nearly one-fourth use it monthly. 
Among LLL alumnae, nearly all (99%) stay in touch with classmates in one form or another, with 7% stay-
ing in touch with “nearly all” former classmates. 

Alumnae groups stay in touch through various means. One of these is the annual Executive Leadership 
Training Conference, where alumnae and outstanding Hispanic women from across the country and glob-
ally come together to network with one another and participate in executive workshops for professional 
development. The November 2007 Conference was held in Denver, Colorado, where nearly 600 persons 
attended, a virtual “who’s who” of Latina leaders, including 127 alumnae. Young Latinas are equally eager to 
participate in NHLI networking events. Survey response from LLL alumnae showed that nearly 40% have 
already participated in at least one annual conference.

The Latina Empowerment Conference series (LECs) also provides a networking forum for alumnae and 
other Latinas. About six to eight half-day conferences are held in pre-selected cities across the country 
throughout the year; cities vary every year. The LEC have assisted over 3,000 women by providing valuable 
leadership skills, knowledge, and profound inspiration. The conferences are an important part of NHLI’s 
mission of creating ethical leaders who can transform newly acquired skills into serving their community. 
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Alumnae networking pays off when it comes to recruiting for NHLI programs.  Nearly half (49%) of the 
executive participants found out about the program through an alumna who sought them out; while one in 
four (25%) of young Latinas also gained knowledge about the program from an alumna.29

The alumnae networking process reinforces the importance of unity and continual support among Latina 
leaders. One executive alumna, Nora Comstock (Class of 2000), felt so strongly about Latinas being able 
to “connect” with one another that she began a small electronic network which has now grown into an 
international network of more than 12,500 Latinas.

Nora has developed what may be the largest Latina electronic network in the Nation: Las Comadres. It began 
humbly, as a small electronic network of professional Latinas in Austin, Texas, and in 2003 expanded across 
Texas to Dayton, Ohio, and nationwide. Today it includes more than 12,500 Latinas from all walks of life 
and is moving into the international arena with groups in Puerto Rico, Canada, Mexico and Latin America 
on the horizon. 

The National Latino Health Network (NLHN) is illustrative of another type of networking process that 
was founded by Elena Alvarado (Class of 1991):

The NLHN became a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization in 1997. It now has over 1,500 Latina professionals 
involved in health, community services, public affairs, academia, business, labor, and public health. This net-
work germinated from Elena’s Leadership Project. Working from Washington, D.C., NLHN’s  organizational 
goals are to strengthen, support, and involve networks of Latina leaders in the field of public health and to 
build local community health partnerships to enhance the quality of life of Latinas and their families. 

The sphere of influence created by NHLI is formidable and now represents an extensive list of influential 
people across the country. Through its many events and activities, thousands of people have been reached 
directly and hundreds of thousands indirectly. This does not account for the added networks that alumnae 
participate in, directly and indirectly. The number of Latinas reached through various network activities, as 
well as through the networks and programs launched by alumnae (e.g., Las Comadres, NLHN, the number 
of direct contacts via postal mailers by NHLI, electronic mail from alumnae, special events, conferences, 
and the like), easily exceeds 20,000 persons each year.30  

As NHLI looks ahead, one of its greatest strengths is the potential of its network for leadership develop-
ment and the creation of a critical communication chain that can harness the leadership potential inherent 
among its graduates. 

A Transformative Process
The NHLI experience was generally perceived as a transformative process by graduates. For many, the 
NHLI program was a “life-changing” experience. Some were at a crossroads when they enrolled and ripe 
for growth and development; for others, NHLI represented an opportunity that further bolstered an already 
high-level of achievement and influence. Regardless of background and preparation, the NHLI program 
met participants at their level of need. 
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Based on hundreds of alumnae comments, survey responses and related data, five rather distinct but com-
plementary areas were documented where NHLI was instrumental in helping to shape personal develop-
ment and professional advancement.

Identity formation—Program participants expressed how the program made them feel proud of who 
they were and helped them embrace their Latinismo and sense of familia. Personal identity and gen-
der formation was reinforced within an all-Latina group. Neither of these came at the expense of 
their culture, but because of it.

Confidence enhancement—Many alumnae shared a sense of relief at knowing the program was one with-
out rites of passage, where one was in a safe and supportive environment from the start. The expec-
tation that “you had something to offer” and that “you could share freely” was a “real confidence 
booster” as one participant recalls. It was “a personal space from where other participants already 
understood and from where you didn’t have to explain or defend.”  

Knowledge expansion—Many participants sought new knowledge and were gratified that it was avail-
able through various activities, events, and experts. The curriculum seemed well-designed to meet 
knowledge needs and provide opportunity for practice.  Experienced participants also played a role 
in advancing knowledge by way of their expertise and past experience.

Skills development—Alumnae brought a broad range of skills and these were refined (or reframed) 
in ways that combined personal meaning with a relevant context for growth and development. 
Professional development was not personal achievement, devoid of cultural meaning or group effort. 

Community appreciation—Application of skills in the context of community knowledge and culture are 
essential program components. Activities were not context-free, but anchored on community know-
how and a collective orientation. Creating networks, building confianza and knowing how these 
apply to community needs was essential. 

These five areas represent an integral approach. While each area of knowledge was introduced incremen-
tally, they were interwoven throughout the program. Traditional leadership programs often focus on knowl-
edge expansion and skills development, sidestepping (or altogether ignoring) the other areas.
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4.0  Conclusion
There is much to be said about NHLI’s role in building and sustaining a vibrant group of Latinas who beat 
the odds. NHLI alumnae are currently at the forefront of leadership circles, and they unanimously confirm 
that they are more effective, confident and skillful thanks to the innovative leadership training and ongoing 
affiliation with NHLI. 

NHLI alumnae are found in leadership positions of considerable importance throughout the country. 
Graduate names read like the “who’s who” of the national Hispanic leadership and represent a powerful 
group of leaders. The extent of their impact is evident across various spheres of influence including the arts, 
business, healthcare, education, government and technology. 

The collective effects of the NHLI network are also becoming well known among Hispanics across the 
nation. An estimated 56,361 Latinas in every state and Puerto Rico are feeling the direct impact of NHLI 
alumnae through various community service projects, mentoring initiatives and networking activities. The 
broader impact of alumnae through their professional lives is incalculable, though documented to be quite 
wide and deep, likely affecting millions nationally and overseas, including Latin America. 

The 20-year Impact Study finds that NHLI is not only strong in delivering effective leadership training, but 
also in sustaining its gains through continual communication and reunions of graduates through the annual 
Executive Leadership Training Conference, at regional events like the Latina Empowerment Conferences 
(LECs), and through virtual networking and related activities. Findings show conclusively that NHLI 
leadership training programs have helped to create a extraordinary cadre of bright, energetic, committed 
and highly-skilled Latinas. 

Over the past 20 years, NHLI has developed into a major success story and to date remains the only 
national, nonprofit organization exclusively dedicated to Latina leadership development. Supporters of 
its leadership programs should feel confident in their continued partnership. Both the approach and the 
success NHLI has achieved through these activities forms a unique niche in the leadership world without 
equal. This is, indeed, a major achievement.

NHLI expresses its most sincere gratitude to State Farm Insurance Companies for providing the support to 
complete the 20-year Impact Study!
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Endnotes
1	 Percent responses were 61% for executive fellow alumnae and 51% for the young Latina program (LLL) for a com-

bined weighted average of 58%. 
2	 This corresponds to the cumulative total of direct program effects calculated by adding 31,275 reached via Leadership 

Projects, 5,086 through mentoring, and 20,000 from networking. The actual effect is considerably larger. Indirect 
effect is estimated to be larger still, surpassing tens of thousands, though currently indeterminable.

3	 Direct reach of 56,361 ÷ 570 alumnae = 98.88.
4	 The young Latina group (LLL) also represents a higher percentage of “inter-ethnic” or “mixed ethnicity” (belonging to 

more than one ethnic group) as compared to other Hispanics in the United States.
5  Participants provided considerable and consistent program affirmation and personal anecdotes about program effects.  

While some of this is briefly highlighted in this summary report, a more lengthy statistical report contains additional, 
corroborative data.

6	 This includes census figures for the U.S. and Puerto Rico. While census data are collected in the U.S. and its territo-
ries, total numbers for persons living outside the 50 states and D.C. are not fully reported. We include Puerto Rico in 
all counts throughout this report. These persons have full citizenship by birth in both the U.S. and the Island. 

7	 U.S. News & World Report, November 19, 2007.
8	 David Gergen, The Spirit of Teamwork in U.S. News & World Report, op cit, p. 44. [David Gergen also serves as a 

Director of the Center for Public Leadership at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University.]
9	  Ibid, p. 44.
10	About 14% indicated working in another sector, although this was not specified.
11	Most (≈80%) of these positions are non partisan. Many are in public positions like elected boards of education and 

persons serving in local/regional commissions.
12	Jay P. Greene, Pushed Out or Pulled Up? Exit exams and dropout rates in public high schools,  Manhattan Institute for 

Social Policy, May 2004; Effects of Residual School Choice on Public High School Graduation Rates, Peabody Journal 
of Education, 2006.

13	Adriana D. Kohler & Melissa Lazarín. Hispanic Education in the United States, Statistical Brief No. 5, National 
Council of La Raza (NCLR), 2006.

14	Richard Fry, Latino Youth Finding College: The Role of Selective Pathways. Pew Hispanic Center, 2004.
15	Prior to NHLI, about one-fourth (26%) of the executives were single and nearly two-thirds (60%) had children. Today, 

over two-thirds (69%) have children, 55% are married and 17% are divorced or separated.
16	Data interpolation from the American Community Survey, Income, Earnings, and Poverty, Table: “Median Earnings 

of Workers by Sex, and Women’s Earnings as a Percentage of Men’s Earnings,” 2005.
17	Refers to individual income, not household income. The median household income for Hispanics is somewhat higher 

($34,241 in 2005). This is because there is a high likelihood that more than one wage earner is a member of the 
household and that a typical household is composed of more persons than U.S. averages (U.S. Census, 2005 CPS 
Annual Social-Economic Supplement, August 2005). 

18	The top half of Executive alumnae represents earnings that are more than three standard deviations above the norm 
for Hispanics nationwide (99th percentile).

19	This likely represents a salary increase between $30,000 and $50,000. 
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20	This figure comes from multiplying the number of graduates by the percentage of Latinas mentored for each level of 
reach in Exhibit 3.6. This assumes the average is the exact median number for each variable category. 

21	While most persons mentored are Latina, we cannot assume this is always the case.
22	The LLL also has a Leadership Project that affects at least 25 Latinas. An agreement is also established with college pro-

gram participants that upon graduation they will continue their project.
23	This discounts 9% of respondents that stated their class did not have an assigned project or that they did not have 

opportunity to complete their project:  91% of 428 executive graduates or 389.
24	While evidence of larger impact numbers had been received from various sources, we limit estimates to lowest figures 

and keep baseline data to low projections.   
25	This number is based on 74% of the 389 projects that continued beyond the two-year period.
26	At the rate of 25 Latinas every two years for 288 projects across a seven-year span, the numerical reach equals 25,200. 

However, to avoid double-counting projects during the first two years, we subtract 7,200 Hispanics reached during 
years 1-2 and arrive at an additional reach of 18,000 for subsequent years. 

27	Corporation for National & Community Service, Volunteering in America: 2007 state trends and ranking in civic 
life, Washington, D.C., April 2007.

28	 Ibid.
29	Alumnae were the most frequently cited source of information among participants recruited over the past decade.
30	Las Comadres and the NLHN (previous section) alone already represent over 14,000 contacts per month.
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