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Goals for Paper: 
Historical Challenges and Contemporary Opportunities
Part 1:  Provide an overview of evolution of race and ethnicity concepts and questions (1790 Census to 2020 Census)

Part 2: Review Census Bureau’s efforts to measure and analyze racial and ethnic diversity for 2020 Census

Part 3:  Discuss potential plans and opportunities for improving measurement of race/ethnicity in Federal statistics
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What is Race?  What is Ethnicity?
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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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Link:
Measurement of 
Race and Ethnicity 
Across the Decades: 
1790–2020 
(census.gov)
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Census Bureau Research on Race Ethnicity for the 2020 Census

6

• Census Bureau conducted extensive 
research and outreach over past decade, 
including two groundbreaking national 
studies on how to improve the 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 external partner engagement

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

Separate Questions DesignCombined Question Design
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Race and Ethnicity Research 
for the 2020 Census

• Extensive research and outreach over past decade, with two 
groundbreaking national studies, on how to improve the decennial 
census collection of race and ethnicity information

• Findings showed a combined race and ethnicity question with 
multiple detailed checkboxes and a dedicated Middle Eastern and 
North African category is optimal design for improving race and 
ethnicity data

• Determining decennial census content is an extensive undertaking, 
involving research and external partner engagement, and approval 
from U.S. Office of Management and Budget and U.S. Congress

2020 Census: Two Separate Questions Design

2015 National Content Test Optimal Design
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Diversity Index
Prevalence Maps

Diffusion Score
Prevalence Rankings

Census Bureau Develops 
Disseminating Diversity 

Working Group
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Race and Ethnicity Data Viz Racial Ethnic Diversity Data Viz

DATA GEMS: How Can I Visualize Race and Hispanic Origin Data from the 2020 and 2010 Census?

DATA GEMS: How Can I Access Data About Race and Ethnic Diversity from the 2020 and 2010 Census?

http://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/racial-and-ethnic-diversity-in-the-united-states-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://www.census.gov/data/academy/data-gems/2021/how-to-visualize-race-and-hispanic-origin-data-from-the-2020-and-2010-census.html
https://www.census.gov/data/academy/data-gems/2021/how-to-access-data-about-race-and-ethnic-diversity-from-the-2020-and-2010-census.html
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2020 U.S. Population More 
Racially and Ethnically Diverse 

Than Measured in 2010

Improved Race and Ethnicity 
Measures Reveal U.S. Population 

Is Much More Multiracial

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/08/2020-united-states-population-more-racially-ethnically-diverse-than-2010.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/08/improved-race-ethnicity-measures-reveal-united-states-population-much-more-multiracial.html
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Purpose for Research on Race and Ethnicity
Concerns have been raised for several decades:
Concern about non-response over decades, particularly among Hispanics not reporting a race response

Numerous campaigns and lobbying of the U.S. Census Bureau and the U.S. Congress by key stakeholders and public for changes 
to the race and Hispanic origin questions

Growing “Some Other Race” population since 1980

“Some Other Race” now the 2nd largest race group in the country

Our team responded by conducting research and outreach:
2010 Census Race and Hispanic Origin Alternative Questionnaire Experiment (AQE)

2014 AIAN Research

2015 National Content Test (NCT)​

2016 ACS content test

2017 Census test
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Initial Proposals For Updating Statistical Policy Directive No. 15:
Standards for Maintaining, Collecting, and Presenting Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity

For information, visit

Statistics of Income

spd15revision.gov

https://spd15revision.gov/content/spd15revision/en.html


Background and Current Review’s Scope
Statistical Policy Directive No. 15 (SPD 15)

HISTORY OF SPD 15
1977 = Established, 1997 = Last Revised
• New responsibilities to enforce civil rights laws
• Provide common language to promote uniformity, comparability, and 

consistency across Federal information collections 
• Developed through cooperative Federal interagency working group process

WHY REVIEW SPD 15 NOW?
• Increase of “Some Other Race” reporting on decennial census and 

American Community Survey
• Many Middle Eastern and North African respondents view their identity as 

distinct from the White racial category
• Need for disaggregated data to better understand within-group disparities 

and outcomes
• Inconsistent and outdated terminology

SPD 15

Use

Constructs
Identity



Revising SPD 15
Where Are We?

→ June 2022: Chief Statistician of the United States (CSOTUS) announced formal review to revise 
SPD 15 and convening of Federal Interagency Technical Working Group on Race and Ethnicity 
Standards (Working Group)

→ January 2023: OMB released Federal Register Notice which includes Working Group’s initial 
proposals on revising SPD 15, open from January 27 – April 27



Current Federal Register Notice – Initial Proposals

The initial proposals included:

• Collecting race and ethnicity information using one combined question.
• Adding “Middle Eastern or North African” (MENA) as a new minimum category. 

• Requiring the collection of detailed race and ethnicity categories by default. 

• Updating SPD 15’s terminology, definitions, and question wording.
• Placing SPD 15 and its related documents online in a central location and include 

implementation guidance.



Please Note
About Initial Proposals in the Federal Register Notice
Initial Proposals For Updating OMB’s Race and Ethnicity Statistical Standards 

• These proposals are preliminary – not final – and do not reflect the settled opinions of the Working Group, the 
position of OMB, or the positions of the agencies participating on the Working Group. 

• The Working Group will continue to deliberate, assess evidence, and take into consideration comments 
received from the public before making final recommendations for OMB’s consideration.

Federal Register Notice’s Public Comment Period:
Opened January 27 • Closed April 27

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/01/27/2023-01635/initial-proposals-for-updating-ombs-race-and-ethnicity-statistical-standards
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THANK YOU!

Questions and Feedback
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