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What is Race?  What is Ethnicity?
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What is Race?  What is Ethnicity?

The racial categories included in the census questionnaire generally reflect 
a social definition of race recognized in this country and not an attempt 
to define race biologically, anthropologically, or genetically. In addition, it 
is recognized that the categories of the race item include racial and 
national origin or sociocultural groups.  People may choose to report more 
than one race to indicate their racial mixture.  People who identify their 
origin as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be of any race.
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What is Race? What is Ethnicity?

Ethnicity is defined by OMB as either “Hispanic or Latino” or “Not Hispanic 
or Latino.” OMB defines "Hispanic or Latino" as a person of Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin 
regardless of race. People who identify as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may 
be any race.
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• Measured since 1790 Census

• Census form has reflected changes in society 

• Influenced by social, political, and economic factors

• 1980 Census to present follows OMB standards

• Based on self-identification

Race and Ethnicity
History of Collection in the U.S. Decennial Census
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Data Visualization available online:

www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html

Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010
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Race and Ethnicity
2010 Census Questions
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OMB Ethnicity Categories:
Hispanic or Latino
Not Hispanic or Latino

OMB Race Categories:
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White

The Census Bureau is also permitted to use the category “Some Other Race”

Source:  www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-1997-10-30/pdf/97-28653.pdf
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U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
Standards for Race and Ethnicity (1997)
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OMB minimum categories for data on race and ethnicity for Federal statistics, program administrative reporting, 
and civil rights compliance reporting are defined as follows:

American Indian or Alaska Native - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South America (including 
Central America), and who maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment. 

Asian - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including,
for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

Black or African American - A person having origins in any of the black racial groups of Africa. 

Hispanic or Latino - A person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin, 
regardless of race. 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or 
other Pacific Islands. 

White - A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa. 

Source: www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-1997-10-30/pdf/97-28653.pdf
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U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
Standards for Race and Ethnicity (1997)
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Census Bureau Research on Race Ethnicity for the 2020 Census
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• Census Bureau conducted extensive 
research and outreach over past decade, 
including two groundbreaking national 
studies on how to improve race and 
ethnicity question(s)

• Based on extensive research and outreach, 
combined race/ethnicity question with 
detailed checkboxes and Middle Eastern or 
North African (MENA) response category 
was recommended by the Census Bureau as 
optimal design for collecting 2020 Census 
data on race and ethnicity

• Determining content for the census is an 
extensive undertaking, involving research, 
community engagement, and politics.

• Determining census content is an 
extensive undertaking, involving research 
and stakeholder engagement

• Extensive research and outreach showed 
combined race/ethnicity question with 
detailed checkboxes is the optimal design 
for improving race/ethnicity data

Separate Ethnicity Question and Race Question DesignCombined Race/Ethnicity Question Design
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Why does the 
Census ask questions 
about ethnicity and 
about race?
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How Federal agencies use data on 
race and ethnicity:  the importance 
to communities
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The importance of race and ethnicity 
data to communities

Ensure Equal Opportunity

Race and ethnicity data help governments and communities enforce antidiscrimination 
laws, regulations, and policies

Understand Change

Race and ethnicity data help researchers, advocacy groups, and policymakers examine 
similarities and differences across various communities

Administer Programs for Specific Groups

Race and ethnicity data help communities ensure that programs are operating as 
intended by knowing how many people are eligible to participate in certain programs
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What is different in 
the 2020 Census for 
race and ethnicity?
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Question designs for 2020 Census must adhere 
to 1997 OMB standards for race and ethnicity

Census Bureau will not use combined question 
format for collecting race and ethnicity; 1997 
OMB standards require two separate questions 
for self-response

Census Bureau will not use “Middle Eastern or 
North African” category 

Several significant changes from 2010 Census 
questions will be implemented for 2020 Census 
race and ethnicity questions

Question Designs for 2020 Census
Separate Ethnicity Question Separate Race Question
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How do groups respond to the 
Census race and ethnicity questions?

How does Census 
interpret the data?
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Common Response Scenarios
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X

X

• Additional detailed Hispanic origin responses 
are collected via “Yes, another Hispanic…” 
write-in response area (e.g., Salvadoran, 
Dominican, Peruvian, Spaniard)

• Most Hispanic respondents will select one 
of the three detailed checkbox categories 
(i.e., Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban)

• Most respondents will mark, “No, Not of 
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin”

X
X

G u a t e m a l a n     H o n d u r a n

2020 Census
Hispanic Origin Question
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Additional Response Scenarios
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X

• Some respondents will report “non-Hispanic” 
answers in the “Yes, another Hispanic…” 
write-in response area (e.g., Brazilian, 
German, Jamaican)

• Some Hispanic respondents will report 
multiple Hispanic groups (e.g., Cuban and 
Salvadoran)

• Some respondents will mark both “No, 
Not of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin” 
and (“Yes”) that they are of Hispanic origin

X

S a l v a d o r a n

X

X

B r a z i l i a n  G e r m a n  J a m a i c a nI  a m  f r o m   M a r s

• Some respondents will report uncodable
responses

2020 Census
Hispanic Origin Question
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Common Response Scenarios

22

X

I r i s h   a n d   G e r m a n

X

B l a c k f e e t   T r i b e

N i g e r i a n

X

• Detailed American Indian tribes, Alaska Native 
villages, and indigenous Central and South 
American groups are collected via write-in area

• Many respondents will mark “Black or African Am.” box

• Most respondents will mark “White” box
• Detailed White responses are collected via write-in area 

(e.g., Irish, German, Lebanese)

• Detailed Black responses are collected via write-in area 
(e.g., African American, Nigerian, Jamaican)

2020 Census
Race Question
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Reporting Asian or Pacific Islander Responses
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H m o n g   I n d  o n e s i a n

X

X

• Many Asian respondents will mark detailed Asian 
checkboxes (e.g., Filipino, Vietnamese, Korean)

• Many Pacific Islanders will mark detailed NHPI 
checkboxes (e.g., Native Hawaiian, Samoan)

X
X

• Additional detailed Asian responses are collected via 
“Other Asian…” write-in area (e.g., Pakistani, Cambodian, 
Hmong)

• Additional detailed Pacific Islander responses are 
collected via “Other Pacific Islander…” write-in 
area (e.g., Tongan, Fijian, Marshallese)

X
X

X

M a r s h a l l e s e

2020 Census
Race Question
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Reporting “Multiple” Responses
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• Some respondents will report multiple race groups
(e.g., White and Black)

• Some respondents will report multiple detailed groups
(e.g., Native Hawaiian and Samoan)

• These represent the reporting of two or more responses 
across major race categories. Also applies to reporting  
of detailed responses across major race categories    
(e.g., German and African American)

• These represent the reporting of two or more responses 
within major race categories (e.g., Marshallese and Fijian)

X
X

X

M a r s h a l l e s e   a n d   F i j i a n

X

G e r m a n

X

A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n

2020 Census
Race Question
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Reporting Hispanic or Latino Responses
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• If additional groups are reported, they are 
retained (e.g., Cuban and Black) along with the 
Hispanic (SOR) response

• People of Hispanic origin may be any race X

S a l v a d o r a n

L a t i n o

C u b a n

M e x i c a n

• Responses of Hispanic origin in the race question 
are classified as “Some Other Race” (e.g., Latino, 
Mexican, Salvadoran)

2020 Census
Race Question
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Reporting Middle Eastern or North African (MENA) 
Responses
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• MENA responses to “Some Other Race” write-in 
response area are coded and classified within 
the White racial category

• If additional groups are reported, they are 
retained (e.g., Egyptian and Black) along 
with the MENA response

• People of Middle Eastern or North African 
origin are part of the White racial category

X

X

L e b a n e s e

E g y p t i a n

L e b a n e s e   E g y p t i a n

S y r i a n

E g y p t i a n

M o r o c c a n

2020 Census
Race Question
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Additional Response Scenarios
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• Some responses remain as “Some Other 
Race” because they cannot be classified 
within the OMB race category definitions 
(e.g., Brazilian)

• Responses to “Some Other Race” write-in 
response area are coded to an OMB race 
category if they can be classified within the 
OMB race category definitions (e.g., Iranian, 
Sudanese, Filipino)

X

I r a n i a n S u d a n e s e   F i l i p i n oH u m a n

• Reporting uncodable responses

B r a z i l i a n

• Some respondents only mark the 
checkbox for “Some Other Race”

XX

2020 Census
Race Question
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An individual’s response to the ethnicity question and the race question is based upon self-
identification. The Census Bureau does not tell individuals which boxes to mark or what 
heritage to write in. 

28

How should I answer the questions on 
ethnicity and race?
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Questions & Discussion?
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