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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since its origin, the United States (U.S.) Census has captured data on the race of people living within its borders, at first as a tool
to uphold the enslavement and segregation of Black people.! Today’s Census questions on racial and ethnic identification reflect
shifts in societal understandings of race, negotiations between interest groups, and governmental priorities regarding civil rights.?
For example, the Census Bureau added a separate question on Hispanic ethnicity to the 1980 Census only after the passage of
key civil rights legislation and sustained pressure from Hispanic advocacy groups, like the Mexican American Legal Defense
Fund (MALDEF) and Aspira.®

Census demographic data is vital in distributing federal and state resources, making it essential to have accurate population
counts of marginalized communities.* And yet the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), which creates guidelines

for federal data collection on race and ethnicity, has not defined race (a social status based on the social meanings
associated with one’s physical/visual characteristics) or ethnicity (origins, cultural background, nationality, or ancestry)
in data collection instruments asking about the two.® The lack of conceptual clarity has been especially detrimental to Black

Latino communities who have suffered from undercounts as a result.®

On March 28, 2024, the OMB announced several critical changes to federal surveys that inquire about demographic
characteristics, including the adoption of a single-question format to ask about race and ethnicity. In this format, all federal
agencies will adopt “Latino/Hispanic” as a co-equal racial category instead of recording it as a separate ethnic origin, as it has
been since 19777 Though some Latino advocacy groups recommended this decision, others—particularly those representing
Afro-Latinxs—have continually opposed the proposal®’ They argue that Latino'© communities in particular are at risk of
being misrepresented in data due to this new question format and how data are analyzed by the Census Bureau."? For
example, those who designate a Latino ethnicity alongside a racial identification (e.g., white or Black) risk being designated

by the Census Bureau as “multiracial” rather than a person of Latino ethnicity who is a certain race.® Additionally, the Census
has historically prioritized its own idea of Hispanic or Latino ethnicity as descending from a Spanish-speaking heritage, and
therefore excludes groups like Brazilians. These issues call into question the principle of self-identification and could also render

Afro-Latinxs and other groups more invisible."

While the OMB has solidified its decision about the single-question format for at least the 2030 Census, the public can still
advocate for hew questions to be added to future decennial Censuses and other federal surveys, such as the American
Community Survey (ACS). Some scholars have advocated for including a question about “street race,” or the perceived
race that a stranger would assume you to be based on physical appearance.® This question could allow people to continue
to designate their self-identified racial identity in the new single-format race question where they can mark one or more
options, while also denoting their street race where they mark only one category—recognizing that experiences of racism and
discrimination are closely related to one’s visible racial status.® Recent research has illuminated that asking about street race
can generate a more nuanced understanding of Latinos and how they are racialized in public health and civil rights research.”
The further inclusion of a street race question in federal data collection instruments is vital to ensuring intersectional policy

interventions in the future.
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We offer the following policy recommendations with the goal of bettering outcomes for Latinos in the U.S.:

1. The current OMB guidelines do not prohibit adding additional questions on race and ethnicity. The U.S. Census and

other demographic data instruments should include a question about street race.

2. The OMB and the Census Bureau should clarify that race, ethnicity, and nationality are analytically distinct and define

these terms for all federal data collection instruments.

3. The OMB should ensure Census coding procedures accurately reflect the racial and ethnic self-identification of

respondents.

4. The federal government should allocate additional funding to advance research on best practices for collecting and

analyzing race and ethnicity data.

Though the “Latino” identity remains essential to our shared political mobilization, we must continue to recognize the ways our
differences have also created disparities within our community.® An essential first step in fighting inequities and creating
space for the needs of the Afro-Latinx population is to improve current federal estimates of how many Latinos are
racialized as Black and subjected to anti-Blackness.” The inclusion of street race does not do away with racial self-
identification, but rather acknowledges the continued oppression of visible minorities. By asking about ethnic origin, racial
identity, and street race, we can capture data on how race is encountered and experienced in the daily lives of the U.S.

population and fight against institutional racism and anti-Black discrimination.
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INTRODUCTION: A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CENSUS AND THE “RACE” QUESTION

As mandated by the U.S. Constitution, Article |, Sections 2 and 9, the US. is to conduct a Census, or a complete count of all the
people living in the U.S. or U.S. territories, regardless of citizenship or immigration status, every decade.”® The U.S. conducted its
first Census in 1790, and the results were used to allot state Congressional seats in the U.S. House of Representatives. This early
version had six questions, including one on race that grouped people into three categories: “free white people,” “all other free

persons,” and “slaves”

As the Census Bureau website notes, the race and ethnicity categories presented on the Census reflect “a social
definition of race recognized in this country.”? As such, Census racial categories have frequently evolved in response

to the shifting cultural and social environment of the times. Until the first mail-out Census in 1960, in-person Census-takers
would assign race based on their observations of an individual's characteristics,?? unlike the racial and ethnic self-identification
that occurs today. The passage of key civil rights legislation, including the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965,
and the Fair Housing Act of 1968, required collecting improved demographic data to enforce these laws effectively, leading to
further adaptations.? Until 2000, individuals were limited to one racial identification, while respondents today can select multiple

options.
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The below figure by the Census Bureau illuminates how the measurement of race and ethnicity has developed over the
decades.*

U.S. Decennial Census Measurement of Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades, 1790-2020

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, available online.

To harmonize data collection across various federal agencies, the OMB developed Statistical Policy Directive No. 15 (SPD 15) in
1977, which provided the minimum data standards for use across the federal government. The race categories included the
options “American Indian or Alaskan Native,” “Asian or Pacific Islander,” “Black,” and “White” The directive also noted that “it
is preferable to collect data on race and ethnicity separately”™ with two options for ethnicity - “Hispanic origin” and “Not
of Hispanic Origin.”%

The inclusion of Hispanic or Latino populations in Census counts has remained a challenge for the OMB. The Census first began
collecting separate data on “Mexicans” as a racial category in 1930, but dropped the category in the 1940 Census, noting that
“Mexicans are to be regarded as White unless definitely of Indian and other nonwhite race.”? In part, this decision to categorize
Mexicans broadly as white was due to the advocacy of the League of the United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), who argued
that Mexicans were a white race.” While the Census would not again collect data on Latinos as a separate “origin” category
until the 1970 Census, it did collect data on Spanish surnames, language spoken at home, and the respondent’s place of birth or

parent’s place of birth in a Spanish-speaking country.?®


https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/decennial-census-measurement-of-race-and-ethnicity-across-the-decades-1790-2020.html
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Source: NPR

In 1970, the Census Bureau added a question on Hispanic origin to the Census as a separate question of ethnicity late in the
planning process. Therefore, this Census only included the Hispanic origin question in the long-form version of the questionnaire
sent to just five percent of U.S. households, resulting in a significant undercount of the Hispanic/Latino population.?” In response,
Hispanic advocacy groups, like the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund (MALDEF) and ASPIRA, placed pressure on the

federal government to accurately count the Latino population in the next Census.*®

In 1976, Congress passed Public Law 94-31, requiring federal agencies to collect, analyze, and publish statistics on persons of
Spanish origin or descent.® The Census Bureau also formed a Spanish-origin advisory committee composed mainly of Mexican-
American, Puerto Rican, and Cuban civil rights leaders to explore adding a Spanish-origin category to the Census.**Finally, the
Census Bureau added a separate question on Hispanic ethnic origin for the 1980 Census. The question first appeared after
the race question and asked, “Is this person of Spanish/Hispanic origin or descent?” with possible responses including: “No (not

Spanish/Hispanic); Yes, Mexican, Mexican-Amer., Chicano; Yes, Puerto Rican; Yes, Cuban; Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic.”**

Census identification markers assume that those who are Hispanic/Latino are of Spanish-speaking heritage(s). For
example, the Census’ Hispanic/Latino identification allows for the inclusion of European Spaniards as members of the
Hispanic or Latino ethnic group, but excludes other groups like Brazilians because they do not come from a Spanish-
speaking country or have Spanish or Spanish-speaking heritage.>* Additionally, these identification markers call into
question the principle of racial and ethnic self-identification put forward by the Census Bureau, as there is an established logic

as to whom the Census Bureau considers Hispanic or Latino that seems to run contrary to Latinos” own views of themselves.
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LATINO IS NOT A RACE

Despite the Census’ narrow understanding of markers of Hispanic/Latino ethnicity, there has never been one way
that Latinos have looked or self-identified in the U.S., either socially or in governmental documents.*> As people from
Latin America immigrate to the U.S,, they bring with them a complicated history and understandings of themselves defined
by skin color, race, class, ethnic origin, etc.* Historically, racial self-identification for Latinos is informed by their local, ethnic,
and racial context.®” Part of the work of applying intersectionality—defined by scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw as “a metaphor
for understanding the ways that multiple forms of inequality or disadvantage sometimes compound themselves and create
obstacles that often are not understood”*¥—is ensuring that differences in how Latinos self-identify and experience race is

understood and analyzed in demographic data.

Many Latinos continue to struggle to identify with any of the OMB racial categories presented in government surveys
and instead adopt Latinidad as their dominant identity.*” Some may choose to specify no race, one or more races, all

provided races, or “some other race” if no “Brown” category is provided.*

Thus, essential to creating accurate counts of Latino populations is considering the perspective of Latinos who identify as
“Brown.” Although the Brown identity has roots in Latin American campaigns of mestizaje and the adoption of moreno as
a classification, it has continued to be an essential part of the U.S. Latino political discourse, especially amongst Mexican-
American communities in the Southwest ' Today, the Brown identity continues to be relevant in conversations around
criminal justice, immigration detention, and voting rights.*? Brownness is an essential part of understanding how race-based

discrimination functions in the Latino community.*®
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CODING CONCERNS IN OMB ANALYSIS OF CENSUS RACE AND ETHNICITY DATA

The 2020 Census asked respondents about their race and ethnicity as follows:*

10
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While these example prompts are meant to be guides to help respondents fill out the Census, they demonstrate flaws
in the understanding of race and ethnicity that are analytically problematic for a person who enters an origin not
concordant with the OMB’s defined race groups.* Except for “American Indian,” no other race box lists a Latino or Hispanic
origin, allowing for confusion in interpretation. Many of the example prompts listed under race groups, such as German or
Jamaican, are actually national origins. Listing them under race categories creates confusion for racial minorities from these
countries and contributes to the falsehood that national origins are linked to race.* For this reason, some scholars have
advocated for eliminating these national origin example prompts, simply allowing individuals to interpret the listed races for

themselves.?

Additionally, flaws in Census data collection, analysis, and reporting can lead to the misclassification of Latinos as “two or more
races,” coding them as multiracial, when that was likely not the intention of the respondent.® According to former Census
Bureau Statistician Dr. Ricardo Henrique Lowe, Jr., the current coding logic behind the Census reassigns responses at times
involuntarily through a process called back coding or residual coding. He writes, “If a person of Hispanic or Latino origin
such as myself writes Panamanian under the Black category, the Bureau would automatically code that response as
Black and Some Other Race,”* resulting in an observation of a multiracial Latino, rather than a Black-alone Latino. Similarly,

if an individual from a non-Spanish-speaking Caribbean country, such as Haiti, identifies themselves as Hispanic/Latino on the
Census and writes “Haitian” as their specific ethnic origin,*° they may be coded as Black alone and removed from the Hispanic/
Latino count’' These Census Bureau coding decisions contribute to the undercount of Afro-Latinxs. These choices are

concerning given that the OMB itself publicly acknowledges that Latinos “may be of any race”*?

Back coding self-identification responses is also a challenge for Brazilian respondents—a group that largely identifies as Latino
and has a substantial Black population—who the Census Bureau does not recognize as Latino and therefore automatically
assigns to “some other race”>* These coding issues may worsen under the newly adopted combined question race/ethnicity

format, as origin, ethnicity, and race are further conflated.
2024 OMB REVISIONS TO STATISTICAL POLICY DIRECTIVE NO. 15

The March 2024 revisions to SPD 15 represent the first set of changes made to the policy since 1997 and perhaps one of
the most significant shifts from the original language and goals of the 1977 directive.>* Leading up to the decision, the OMB
began a working group in 2022 of federal staff with data collection and analysis experience. They heard over 20,000 public
comments, held 94 public listening sessions, and conducted three public town halls to receive feedback. Ultimately, the OMB
decided to move forward with a redesign of certain elements of the Census demographics section. One significant change is
that Hispanic/Latino ethnicity will now be adopted as co-equal with race categories (such as white, Black, etc.) and no
longer be asked as a separate ethnicity question.>> Respondents will still be allowed to mark as many categories as applies

to them.

11
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Below is an example from the OMB of how the race and ethnicity question may be formatted in the 2030 Census.>

12
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During the public comments period before the official decision was made, responses from Latino advocacy groups varied in
their support or opposition to the single-question format. Some argued that this change would lead to better-quality data,” as
it more closely reflected how many Latinos self-identify and could solve the issue of Latinos overwhelmingly using the “some
other race” category. In the 2020 Census, 90.8% of “some other race” respondents were of Hispanic or Latino origin.®® While
this category allows individuals to express that they do not feel captured by the predetermined race categories, it obscures the
fact that racial identity affects how people experience society, positively or negatively. It also has material consequences on
the allocation of federal and state funding to marginalized communities. A catch-all “some other race” category is not helpful
analytically for understanding the racial status and accompanying lived experiences and social inequities of the millions of

people who identify this way.

Source: AfroLatino Codlition: Latino is Not a Race

However, other Latino advocacy groups, especially those groups representing the Afro-Latinx community, voiced concerns that
the SPD 15 change will be to the detriment of Black Latinos and other Latinos who prefer to designate their race and Latino
ethnicity rather than Latino ethnicity alone. They point to evidence that in a single-question format, Afro-Latinxs are less likely to
designate themselves as both Black and Latino and are more likely to simply choose one category,® possibly leading to future
undercounts of Afro-Latinx individuals, as well as harm to the broader Black and Latino counts.© They expressed concern about
further coding issues like the ones mentioned above. Advocacy organizations also argue that a single-question format conflates
our understanding of race and ethnicity in ways that harm both self-identification and our understanding of discrimination.

For these reasons, over 100 scholars and advocates signed onto the Afro-Latino Coalition’s “Latino is not a Race” Campaign,

expressing these concerns to the OMBS!

13
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IMPLICATIONS OF DATA COLLECTION ON FEDERAL FUNDING

Capturing accurate data on racial and ethnic identity through the Census has implications for ensuring fair treatment across the
U.S. population, as it is a vital tool in the administration of many federal and state-level programs focused on fighting inequity

against marginalized communities, such as the:¢?

o Monitoring and enforcing of equal employment opportunities in education, employment justice, and beyond.

. Identification of segments of the population who may not be getting needed medical services under the Public Health
Service Act.

e Allocation of funds to school districts for bilingual services.

. Investigation into whether housing or transportation improvements have unintended consequences for specific
groups.

e Monitoring of compliance with the Voting Rights Act and bilingual election requirements.

The concern of undercounting populations with a combined question format, therefore, poses a real threat of hurting Black
Latino communities should their stories become lost in data. Since the OMB announcement, the Afro-Latino Coalition and other
advocates have spoken on the implications of this decision for Afro-Latinxs.®* There are concerns that a respondent could
designate themselves as Latino but be back coded as a multiracial person if they also choose to designate their race as they
had done so on past Censuses.** There are also concerns that a person may choose to identify with one race alone, such as
“white,” but write in the box for a specific origin, such as “Argentinian,” and be back coded as multiracial due to an assumption
that Argentinian is a “Latino race,” a concept which does not exist. Additionally, Brazilians remain classified as “White” and not
“Hispanic/Latino” under new OMB standards, continuing to misclassify a large percentage of the population.®® While the OMB
acknowledges the validity of some of these concerns in their report on the final decision, they fail to provide any current

solutions to the back coding issues, stating a need for more research, but no actual plan to conduct said research.*

These issues have the potential to have effects beyond Black Latinos. Some Latinos have also expressed worries about how a

lack of transparency about back coding could impact those Latinos who may identify as multiracial. Many Brown Latinos, for
example, may continue to mark multiple racial self-identifications, not understanding that under this new format, they

may be coded as “two or more races,” as opposed to Latino alone.’’ In this single-question format, the question will ask

individuals to identify their “race and/or ethnicity¢® Yet, it remains true that ethnicity is different from race.

“STREET RACE” AS ONE WAY TO IMPROVE DATA

While the March 2024 decision is solidified for the 2030 Census, the new directive does allow for the addition of other
demographic questions.®” Demographic survey formats that allow for the designation of Latino ethnic identity, self-identified
race, and street race could allow researchers to better understand the experiences of Latinos across lived experiences and

ensure that everyone in the community is accounted for.

Street race, or the race that a stranger would assume you to be based on physical appearance, is a possible solution to

improve federal data on race and ethnicity.

14
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Sample phrasing of a question about street race could look like’™ (see Appendix A for full question text)

The street race question disrupts the myth of race as a matter of genes or biology by emphasizing the social aspect in how
others see your race and that race is a largely visual status.”! While traits such as height, skin tone, or certain diseases can be
associated with certain groups that have common ancestral origins, there is no single genetic makeup for a white person, a
Black person, or a person of mixed heritage. There is no way to strictly designate “genetic or biological” races.”” Rather, race is

a social status that is made up of several factors, including where you are from and what you look like.

Race is often quickly and unconsciously assigned without asking questions about self-identification, ancestry, culture, or genetic
makeup. Assumed racial classification has been a basis for interactions between individuals and institutions in our society for
centuries, both as a tool for solidarity and oppression. By asking about street race, we gain more insight into how one’s

perceived race is observed by others, such as by hospital staff on medical records, teachers, or police officers.

The acknowledgment that Latinos experience society differently based on their visual race is vital in the fight against racism
within and against the community. Research shows that Afro-Latinxs experience discrimination and racism differently
than non-Black Latinos. In a Pew Research Center report on Afro-Latinx experiences, Black Latinos were more likely than
non-Black Latinos to report having experienced discrimination based on race”® Afro-Latinx individuals” phenotypic similarities
to Black-alone individuals may place them at a higher risk of racism than white Latino individuals in the U.S., which may also
be exacerbated by having limited English proficiency or questioning their immigration status.’* Further, compared to non-
Black Latinos, Afro-Latinxs have on average a higher poverty rate,”® worse health’s and labor”” outcomes, and experience
disproportionate policing.”® In short, Afro-Latinxs face a unique risk of experiencing racism that we must work to further

understand in data.

15
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Limited prior research has tested how asking study participants about their street race allows us to further uncover the

ways in which our perceived race plays a role in discrimination, regardless of how the person self-identifies. For example:

o In a survey on experiences of discrimination in the employment sector, street race Black respondents were 2.5 times
more likely to report discrimination relative to street race white respondents, holding all else constant.”

o In a study on Black women'’s experiences with the healthcare sector during pregnancy, Black and Afro-Latina women
shared similar experiences of encountering anti-Blackness during pregnancy and birth, even when self-reported
racial identities varied.®

o In a study on reported physical and mental health, researchers found significant differences between street-race
white vs. street-race non-white individuals on the probability of reporting very good and excellent mental health 8!

o A similar study concluded that being classified by others as white is associated with large and statistically
significant advantages in health status, no matter how one self-identifies.®?

[ In a study on healthcare discrimination, racial/ethnic minorities who reported being perceived as white were more
likely to receive preventive vaccinations and less likely to report healthcare discrimination compared with those who

were perceived as hon-white.

Just as there is no one way to look Latino, there is no one way that Latinos experience racial discrimination. A question of street
race would better capture the experiences of communities such as Latinos by revealing how experiences are defined by the

race in which they are perceived, allowing researchers in a variety of fields to uncover under-discussed differences within the

community.

16
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Further, including “Brown™ as a street race category falls in line with the way many Latinos currently see themselves.
In a recent Urban Institute National Well-being survey, researchers found “Brown” to be a street race category that resonated
with one in five Latino people and that the addition of this category highlighted visible inequities that would have otherwise

remained invisible.®

“Brown” has become a more culturally relevant term for Latinos as well as many other groups and should be recognized as
such.® These other groups, such as Pacific Islanders, Southeast Asians, South Asians, Middle Eastern, North African, and Arab
communities, are also often undercounted by the Census, and could perhaps benefit from the inclusion of a street race question

and Brown identification category.®

The Census has evolved over many iterations in its history. Part of these evolutions should be ensuring that questions match the

needs of the current population.

The inclusion of street race does not do away with racial self-identification, but rather acknowledges the continued oppression
of visible minorities despite shifts in societal understandings of race. For example, studies show that when mixed-race
individuals file discrimination cases, they are often experiencing discrimination because they are racialized as
monoracial (e.g., street race Brown or Black).?’” Individuals who are of a multiracial heritage may already choose to select
only one race when filling out surveys, often based on how they are perceived or what they believe to be beneficial to them
or their community.® By asking about ethnic origin, racial identity, and street race, we can better capture data on how race is

encountered and experienced in the daily lives of the U.S. population while still allowing for racial self-identification.

The concept of asking about street race® is becoming increasingly popular to better understand racialization and disparities,
as well as to capture instances of discrimination experienced by visible minorities.”® Recent research that explores street race
has been hugely beneficial in unearthing disparities in education equity, housing, criminal justice, and public health.”" Just as we
understand the importance of sub-categorizing the experiences of Latinos across different genders or immigration statuses, for

example, we must also account for the role that race plays in the outcomes of Latinos and the politics of today.

17
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
We offer the following policy recommendations with the goal of bettering outcomes for Latinos of all races in the U.S:

e  The current OMB guidelines do not prohibit adding additional questions on race and ethnicity. The U.S. Census
and other demographic data instruments should include a question about street race.
o The federal government should allocate funding to test the addition of a street race question in OMB surveys,
including the Census.
[ We recommend that a street race question be added to the American Community Survey through the
rigorous process of assessment, analysis, evaluation, and implementation already established by the Census
Bureau.”
o Because “Brown” is a racial category that is becoming increasingly relevant for Latino populations and other
communities, we recommend including it in street race phrasing.
o Street race is a tool for Latino data disaggregation that can apply beyond the U.S. Census. We recommend all

researchers work to include a street race question in their demographic questionnaires.

e The OMB and the Census Bureau should clarify that race, ethnicity, and nationality are analytically distinct and
define these terms for all federal data collection instruments.

o Federal data collection instruments such as the Census and the ACS do not provide clear definitions of the terms
race, ethnicity, or nationality on their actual survey instruments,” instead allowing the general public to interpret
the distinction between these terms for themselves. What they do make clear on a website subpage is that
“people who identify their origin as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be of any race””* However, without a clear
understanding of how the Census defines race, ethnicity, and nationality, conflation only continues.

o The use of nationalities as examples of “races” should be eliminated, as it conflates two distinct concepts and

may contribute to the falsehood that national origin and race should be concordant.

e  The OMB should ensure Census coding procedures accurately reflect racial and ethnic self-identification.
o If one chooses to designate a race and a Hispanic origin, those selections should be respected. OMB protocols for
tabulating and presenting survey responses should ensure that certain national origin groups are not incorrectly

categorized as “some other race.”

e  The federal government should allocate additional funding to advance research on best practices for collecting
and analyzing race and ethnicity data.
o The U.S. government should conduct rigorous and representative testing on both the single-question format
and the separate-question format to ensure comparative data. This is considering that much of the research is
biased towards a single-question format, such as the exclusive testing of Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA)
category as d race and not an ethnicity.”
o Testing multiple formats would provide better insights into the best methods for collecting data on Black

Latinos.
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APPENDIX A: FULL STREET RACE QUESTION PHRASING

19
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