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CLASSIFICATION PROBLEMS UNDER DIRECTIVE 18

Severnl drawbacks of the cusrent directive were pointed out by federal agen-

coes and other workshop participants. Many of these drawbacks can be grouped
o two major arcas. First, Directive 15 has been in some respects 100 successful
in universalizing the five rice and cthnicity categories. There las been little
research about the substantive meaning or relevance of the categories, and most
agencies do not evaluate the racial and ethnic data they collect. The specification
of reporting categories has driven (he construction of response categories. with
agencies, except for the Census Burcau, deferring 1o the default categories, in-
stead of constructing finer classificstions that might be tailored 10 more specific
needs.
Secord, the currems caegories and (he relianoe on self-idemtification pose
problems foc many individuals and groups. Some respondents do not identify
with or find applicable any of Lhe available categories. while others encounter
techaical difficulties resulting from the cument wording of the directive. For
example. persons of Hispanic ethmicity are explicitly assumed 10 be either white
o¢ black and not Asian and Pecific Islander or American Indian and Alaskan
Native.? There is no race calegory that includes persons native to Cenitral and
South America. Thére is no race category for blacks who come from areas in the
world other than Alrica. and there is uncertainty about many persons from north-
«m parts of Africa. Other examples abound. The classification of Brazilians in
the current direciive is probletmatic. since they are South American but dre not of
“Spanish™ culture or origin. Similarly. persons whose nation of ongin is Spain
are separated from athers of European nationality.

Incansistent Categories and Duta Sources

Standardization of categories is of great imponance 1o agencies and re-
searchers calculating rates of any kind becanse rales require compatible data for
numerator and denominator. Often, however, numerator and denominator data,
come from different sources. Workshop participants siated that such data are
drawn from both federal and nonfederal agencies. as well as other sources. For
cxample. data for demographic estimates at the national level come from vital
suatestics collected by individual states, which may use different race and cthnicioy
categones from Directive 15 and from cach other. Often, the census is used as
the principal source of numbers for the denominators, which can lead to sysiem-
atically poor estimation +f the collection procedures used for the namerator data

5Qmafmmmmsbawsmmw1mammdummmmwﬂw ladtian
ancestry 1s gaite barge: o 1990, .3 percent of prople who self- ideamifiod ax American Indaan by race
sy ebeckied Haspanic origin.
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(¢.g.. binth or death certificate) do not gather data in the same manner as the
censuys.

Infam moratity rales by race and ethnicity are the most frequently cited
example of inaccuracies that result from inconsistent racial and ethnic reporting.
Beginning in 1989, births have been categonized by the race of the mother, as
recorded on the birth cenificate ® If the mother does not siate her race oo the
certificate, then the baby s race is imputed to be the race of the father. If neither
parent’s race is reporied on the binth cenificate. the baby's race is imputed to be
the race of the mother on the preceding record with known race (National Center
for Health Swutistics, 199%a:54),

There were severnl reasons for this change in policy. First, U.S. Standard
Certificates of Live Birth were modified in 1989 w include more questions that
were directly associated with the mother's heatih and health behaviors. More-
over, because of increased inchdence of interracial binhas and nonmarital births, o
was delermined that “tabulating all Births by the race of the mother provides a
more uniform approach rather than a necessanily arbitrary combination of parcn-
tal races” (National Center for Health Statistics, 1995a:54).

Racial classification of deaths, unlike births. is designated by an outside
party. usually snending physicians or funeral home directors. on the basis of
information provided by relstives or their own observations. Their reliance on
visual ientification or possibly inadequate information from relatives has re-
sulted in an overassignment of deaths to black and white categones and an
undermssignment of deaths to Amencan Indian and Asian and Pacific Islander
categories (Hahn, 1993). As shown in Table 4, with the pre< 1989 algonithm for
parents of the same race. almost 10 percent of American Indian infamt deaths
were incorrectly classified even when bath parents were American Indians, and
the inconsistent assignment of Asian infant deaths varied from almost 20 percent
for Japanese to almost 40 percent for Chinese. Changes introduced with the post-
1989 algorithm., whereby infants are assigned the same race s their mothers,
have failed to reduce the level of incorrect assignment. As a result, the reponted
infant mortality rates—even when boch parents are Asian or both are American
Indian—are substantially lower than the actual levels. Table 4 shows that the
level of inconsistent classification of infant deaths by race is even greater for
children of mixed henitage. ’

The result of this inconsistent reporting is ouly a slight overreparting of
black and white infant marnality rales, sinoce the numbers of births are so large.

Prior 10 [989. tvers were 3 complicated set of rules for classafying the race of 3 sewbom. New-
borns with 1w pareeas of the wame race weee clesiifiod a¢ that race. newboms ah ome noawdine
parent wers cliseificd o @ race of 1w nonwhas pasonl, When both parcats were soniwhise byl of
different races. the newbomn was assigned the father's mor; encept that if cither parent was Howagian,
the nowbom wis classihod os Hawaitan (Mational Conzer oo Hrealth Siatistion, | 995k
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TABLE 4 Proportion of Infant Deaths with Race Reported at Death Different
from that Reported at Birth, 1983-1985

Pareeds’ Races 2 Indicated o Infass™s Birth Certificate

infaps Race at Biceh Same Difterens
Pre- 1989 Algonbm®

Al Races Combined 18 5935
White 03 —
Black. 30 397
Amesnican indign 9.8 T6.4
Chinese 84 58.2
Japaneso 19.4 150
Hywslsan 33 34
Filipino 78 BO.4
nher Asian 295 81,7

Post- 1989 Algoriihme Newbdomms Classified as Race of Mother

All Races Combined ] 6.7
Wyice 0.8 433
Black 30 e
American imdian 9.7 T2
Chingse 386 78.3
lapanese 194 86.7
Hawarian s 324
Filigino 218 531
Cithet Asian A3 $43

NOTE: Por cuample. of evary 100 deaths of infants who were classifbed 45 “Other Asian~ at burth
znd whose parenty hod defferem races (from cach o). 817 percent were classafied differently m
gt

“Sou trxd for discussson,

Soutes:  Adapted from Hahn (1991

For the smaller racial and ethnic groups, however, the underreporting of nfant
mortality is quite large. Race- and ethnicity-specific life-expectancy calcula-
tions, relying on these infant mortality rates, will produce inaccurate results and
have major ramifications for calculations made by Social Security and privare
insurance industry ctuanes, among others.

It is important 10 understand that the inaccuracics in race- and cthnicity-
specific infant death ruies stem from s combination of three factors, The first is
the dafference in the reporting source for births and deaths. This is not 2 product
of the formulation of Directive 15, but rather of the reporting processes used by
the state and local authonties who produce the nation’s vital statistics. It might
be pussible to improve consistency in racial and ethmic reporting, but it would
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probably involve very detailed rules. and it is not clear that exiensive guidance
should be part of a standard. The only way to ensure that the reported race on a
person’s death or birth certificate is the same as in the census would be 10 have
some kind of requirement for consistent individual identification. Such identifi-
cation. tamtamount 10 an individual race identification system. would be amitheti-
¢al to the mation’s history of individual privacy and would also contradict cusrent
understanding about the fluidity of ractal and ethnic identity.

The secomd factor in the inaccuracies is the great inequality in size between
groups. Since infant deaths are relatively rare events—about | percent of all
births~—even minor inconsistencies in the classification of deaths may have a
mapor impact on the eaies,

The third factor is that intermarriage is more common Tor American Indians,
Asians. and Hispanics than for blacks and whites: hence. a higher propaction of
children with an American Indian. Asian, or Hispanic mother have 3 father of 2
different ancestry (usually white). For these newboms, given the simple catego-
ries of Directive 15, there is necessanly inaccuracy in reported race and ethnicity.
One can consider the operation of all three factors. for example. for mothers who
are American Indians: small sumbers of births, often bom to mixed ancestry
parenss. and shifung racial identity over ihe lifetime. Calculation of montality
becomes extremely problematic in this situation.

Overlap of Race and Ethnicity Questions

A major problem in the racial and cthric classification system is the incon-
sistency regarding Hispanic engin in the two formats permitied by Directive 15.
The line between cthnicity and race is concepiually difficult. The directive -
terapted 10 provide a compromise, enabling data users and data collectors to
choose the best-suited questson and peesentasion formats for their purposes. How-
ever, the two formats present senous problems of incomparability and inconsis-
tency.

According 1o workshop presentations, the incomparability of the two ques-
tton {ormats appears in two ways, First, although the one-question format ad-
dresses the issue of black and white Hispanics, it does not allow the existence of
Hispanics who also have American Indian or Asian and Pacific Islander heritage.
Possible responses in the two-question format are not even included in the one-
question format.  Second, by making Hispamic origm mutually exclusive of ail
four race categories. the single-question format defines white, back, American
Indian, and Asian and Pacific Islanders differently than does the two-guestion
{ormat.

The ramafications of such an inconsistency are not only theoretscal, but can
also bave imponant quantitative impacts. For example, in his review of various
combinations of race and Hispamec-origin categories hased on the March 1991
Current Population Survey (CFS), del Pinal (1992:3) found that Hispanics ac-
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Revising Federal Standards:
Issues for Consideration

The U.S. Office of Management and Budget is considening revision of the
federal standards of racial and ethnic classification in response to two inferrekasd
factors: the demographic and social changes that are ocowrring in the United
States and increasing expressions of dissatisfaction with the curvent standards
among data users, data providers. and the public. Moreover, these two factors
affect and are affected by changes in people’s subjective views of their own racial
and ethmc identity.

From a demographic perspective, the U.S. population has reached a stage s
whach it 15 cthnically diverse and ¢thnic imtermaniage is increasingly common:
consequently, there will be increasing numbers of peaple with multple ances-
ines, for whom future preferences for self-idenufication are unknown. Work-
shop parucipants observed that these factors raise questions. about the usefuliess
of demographic analysis and population projections based on conventional as-
sumpuons of “closed” ethnic groups with no cxogamy. Perhaps the largest
degree of consensus at the workshop was that any revision i the standard will
iself need 1o be able 1o adapt 1o change.

Yet this recognition of the need for flexibnlity and adapiation conflicts with
other consederations. For example, the responses by federal agencies to questions
of ciiena for standards showed fairly strong agreement on three issyes (see
below): exbausuve and mutually exclusive caregones; simplicity in catégonza-
von: and as much continuity with historical data as possible.! Agencies also

"The 1970 corsus dufitstion of Hispamr. for caample, Based on cormasme sllocamon. makes 1
serually impasuble 0o compare data from it wath deia from the 1989 and 1990 cenuuses, based on
seli-sdemfisaton,

13
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agreed that considernble field testing should be undenaken before changes are
made. It is not possible 10 both meed these criteria and have a flexible and
adapiable system that recognizes a variety of subjective self-perceptions of racial
and cthnic identity.

This conflict about the criteria for a classification suandard relases in part to
the muany purposes for the standard. which are far more varied than originally
imended. At the federal level, the standands are used for statistical reconds and
analysis, program administration. und civil rights compliance. Although Direc-
tive 13 was oviginally prosulgated solely fos the use of federal agencies, it has
become the de facty standard for state and local agencies, the prvate sector, the
nonprofit sector. and the research community. Users of the data are limited by
available reporting and tabulathons unless they go back to original survey apes
and create their own cross-classification tables by other groupings. In many
casés even this is impossible. since the responses were coded in accordance with
the Durective 15 caegories.

Directive 15 bas also had & trickle-down effoct. Since state and Jocal agen-
cies and the private and nonprofit sectors often use Directive 15 for information
they report to the federal government. they may use the same categories 10 achieve
internal consistency, even for datn thai are not destined for federal reporting.
Similasty, researchers often use the Directive 15 race and ethnicity categonies
because they are the only classifications avalable in the data® Althougly Direc-
tive 15 was never intended (0 establish a national standard for race categories. it
has come to function partly in that way. Thus, in considering revising federst
standards, it is imporant 1o keep in mind that they are used (0 meet o wide range
of data needs. collection methods, and presentation formats, from the detailed
tables in government publications to the question format given to school children
for enroliment.

BASIS FOR CLASSIFICATION

The Directive 13 standards. for reporting of roce and ethnicity are expliciutly
nonsciensific, stating: “These classifications should not be interpreted as being
scientific or anthropological in nature . .. Although the directive is clear about
what 8 15 not. 3t 1s silent on the basis of its chosen categorization, National ongin.
race. culture. and commumnity recognition are all combined to create a complis
cated and inconsistent classification scheme. At the woekshop. one frequently
heard suggestion for improving the ¢ategonzation would be to siate more clearly
the principles on whach it is based.

“The majgor excepuion i rescanch anabyus of decennial census daga. for which specdie cthusic of
aneslry cRepunes we ofion cremed for amadvus And as noted sbose, sume rescarchors abso cone
duct therr Hwn surveys and develop hcie own tate and ciheacily coding schemes.
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One of the prime criticisms of the current classification is that it Jacks a
consistent logic. Somic of the categories are racial, some are geographic, some
are cultural. Several participants comumented that a primary concern of respon-
dents, if not of federal agencies, is the perception of a fair treatment in the
definition of categories. The categorics now represent a combination of histori-
cal. legal. and sociological factors, but that is not explicitly acknowledged.

Much of the difficulty in the creation of a consistent, rational classification
system lies in the fuid nature of what race and ethnicity are. Race and ethnicity
are inherently complex concepts, with multiple sources of definition, There is no
scientific basis for the legitimacy of race or ethnicity as laxonomic categories.
That is. although there clzarly are many and varied racial and ethnic distinctions,
their multiplicity of sources defies a single-vaniable classification scheme based
on a single individual characteristic. The challenge of creating logically consis-
teat siandards is magnified even more by self-definitions of race and ethnicity, in
which 8 devised se1 of categories may well not coincide with people’s views of
themselves.

Schematization of the current classification highlights areas of inconsistency
in the current definitions {see Table 2. above. and Appendix B). Geographic
ongin is the only criterion applicd to all five categories, although the e used is
“a person having origing in,” wnd “origin™ is not defined. Since the initis] origins
of all humans are unknown, the term does not refer to the far disiant past; por
does it refer to the immediate past. when the onigins of all U.S. residems except
immgrams would be North America. Rather. the concept is indeterminate as to
liming—one"s parents” grandparents? any ancestor?—and so very open 1o differ-
ences in imerprelation, especially if the basis of classification is self-identifica-
tion.

The black category is the only explicitly racial one: “A person having
ongins in any of the black racaal groups of Africa™ It is also inconsistent with
the definition for the white category: “A person having origins in any of the
oniginal peophes of Europe. North Afnca, or the Mididle Easi.” which does not
include anything about racial membership.’ The racial definition for biack is
apparendly meant 10 exclude white immigrams from Africa. Cultiral affinity 1s
used to define Hispanics and American Indians, although in slightly differem
ways. Hispanics are “of” Spanish culture, while Amenican Indians or Alaskan
Natves “maintain cultural identification through tribal affiliation or community
recognition,”

From a purcly taxonomic standpoue. the current classification suffers from
several faulis, [t does not cover persons of Australian or New Zealand origin. [t
places persons from Spain in both the white and Hispanic categories. since Spain

“The 1aek of & defination of dngan” 1 parncularly noticeable foe thes category. wheed ores boad
haveng origins 10" and “ongenal people of
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s @ European country. It allows no place for American Indians whose cultural
tdentity is not recognized by a Iribe, but who are nonetheless desceéndants of the
original peoples of North America. }t leaves ambiguous or confused e stams of
many groups. iacliding people from Brazil, Madagascar, and Cape Verde. From
a social standpoint, the current definitions scem to reinforce the link between
dark skin color and race, while ignoring skin cobor in the definitions of nonblack
groups.

Although some observers protest the inconsistency and conceptual vague-
ness of the current categories, defenders of them point out that the very complex-
ity of the definitions reflect the real-world complexity of race and cthnicity. And
in some practical ways, Directive 15 is successful: the catégories correspond 10
generally identifiable categories for the vast majority of Americans.

A MIXED-RACE OR “OTHER” CATEGORY

The practical considerations of adding a multirace category or some other
option for people of multiple ancestry are many. First, there is the issue of the
status of multiracial peoples in terms of current civil rights legisiation. Given that
the current approach inchudes only one majority group. “white,” a key question
would be whether multiracial people would be a protected category, with the
same legal nghts o representation as current minority cal¢gories, or whether
multiracial responses would be coded back to one of the exisung (lve categones.

Second. if a variesy of responses are going (o be realiocated to the existing or
any other sct of categonies, any coding algonthm will presem potential controver-
sies. For example, one option that has been proposed is to redistribute multiracial
people to the current single-race categories: that is, if there were a populanion of
80 whites, 10 blacks, and 10 muluracial individuals, the recoding would be 89
whites and 11 blacks. This algonthm does not change the relative sizes of the
single-face categories. but it ks an arbitrary allocation of multiracial people 1o
single-race categories. If the 10 multiracial people each had one black parent and
one white parent. the recoding algorithm (otally misrepresents the maultiracial
people. And if a person’s parents are multiracial, the complexity of classification
will funther increase.

Another option for a multirace category 15 1o allow respondents (0 write in
muluple races. but the large number of races thas is likely 10 result only ruises
more questions of classification. The reallocation of a multiple-race response to
a single-race category would also raise difficulnies, since the respondent had
clearly indicated s preference for an identity other than one of a single race (or
cthmcity). If self-sdentification is 1aken a3 a basic principle, there are no grounds
for recoding a mulurace person 1o a single race. 1t s difficult to imaging any
logecal recoding algonthm for people who deching 1o provide a single-race affili-
on.

In a 1993 set of congressional hearings by the House Subcommitice on
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Census. Statistics and Postal Personnel on the federal racial and ethmic standards,
representatives of some civil rights and ethnse organizations said that they would
be open 1w Uhe iesting of a mulurace category or the self-reporiing of multiple race
ancestries (Fletcher, 1994: Der. 1994). But there was opposition from some
American Indian groups. who argued that inclusion of 3 “multirace” calegory
would compromise the curremt usefulness of data on the American Indian and
Alaskan Native population. According 10 workshop panticipants, Amenican In-
dian groups have not been asked abowt their reaction to collecting data with
multiple responses. Such an approach would allow separate counts of the groups.
although in 2 more complicaled manner.

Third, there are questions about the statistical relfability of any new calegory
(see below). Small categories are more vulnerable to inaccuracies from sampling
errof than are large categones. They are also more vulnerable 1o the mismatches
of numerators and denominators in ral¢ calculations. Another factor that is
related 1o statistical reliability concerns the variability of categorization over
ume. People who identify themsclves as multiracial at one siage in life may
wdentily themselves in a single race or cthaic category at another time. *

Fourth, there is likely to be an element of confusion and nonresponse 1o a
mixed-race category. The majornity of Amenicans ase probably of mixed ancestry,
if one defines ancestry with sufficient nammowness, so the question of how far
back in time 10 consider would be raised. Presumably. the purpose of a mixed-
race category would be 10 nclude only thase people whose parents are in separale
race and ethnicity categaries ynder the definitiots in the current fiederal standard.
It would be important and perhaps difficult to make this clear to respondents.

The Census Bureau’s experience with the “other” race category in (he lass
WO censuses provides some information sbout what the addition of such a cat-
cgory might ental. A large proportion (41 percent) of the write-in responses
were reclassified into one of the Directive 15 categones. As noted above, for the
Modified Age-Race-Sex (MARS) file that the Census Bureau prepares for the use
of other agencies and rescarchers, people in the "other race™ ctegory are as-
signed the same race as another nearby (in terms of processing) person who gave
the same answer to the Hispanic-origin question. There is no way to evaluate
how this reclassification comresponds 10 people’s self-perceptions or, in fact, to
any other basis for classification.

Additional experience with write-in responses comes from those 10 the open-
ended ancestry questions in the 1980 and 1990 censuses. Such questions have the
advantage of flexibility for respondents and offer a means of studying trends and

40f cowrse. this possitelity aso enists Tor maliraciol people vader the cumrent standunds as well,
but s 1 likely than ahe ercasion of an mtermodiate caorgory would iRcresss ansstany heswess
calegotiis, siixe the “distance” between the caregones would presumisdly be <boser (the distance
between black and mubizace in contrust 0 the distance between black and wheteh
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charactenistics of self-identity. But they also have several disadvantages. Firss,
although there are certainly some people who prefer 3 write-in response. there are
probably also same people for whom an open-énded question may cause confu-
ston about what they are “supposed” to respond. Thus, it is not entirely cleay that
an open-cnded question results n higher response rales o more accurale re-
sponses,

Second, the processing costs of open-ended questions are higher than those
for fixed categoties. Third, if the writz-in responses are (0 be reatiocated 10 maujor
groups, classification algorithms must be wrnitten. tested. and harmonized across
agencies. Without reallocation 1o a limited group of categories, agencies face the
burden of how 10 present hundreds of different responses, making 1t virtually
impossible to cross-classfy race with other variables. Even some apparcatly
simple nomenclature or classification issues may be troublesome: for example,
should “Macks™ and “African Ameticans™ be grouped wogether. and if 50, under
what tabel? Lastly. as noted above, it 1s not clear how existing civil nghis law,
written to accommodale major groups. would accommodale the varied and subtle
distincuions that would result from open-coded Questions. More broadly, it is also
not chear what sigmficance o attach 1o such distinctions: are they linguistic or
culiwral and do they have social consequences?

Open-ended questions may prove mone feasible for major statistical agencies
with large data processing resources, like the Census Burean, than for agencics
for which the collection of racial and ethnic data 1s only a smadl portion of their
administrative mandate, such as the Federal Reserve Board or the Department of
Veterans Affairs. Overall, bowever, closed-ended questions are preferable. Most
surveys and administrative forms have limited space. and answer categones need
10 be obvious o respondents.

MEASUREMENT (SSUES

Measurement issues are at the heart of the reasons for considering revisions
to Directive 15: they are also central concerns for the evaluation of possible
changes. This section describes five major measurement issues:  relationship
between statistical systems, validation of race and ethmcity data, correspondence
of self-identification and observer identification, coding, and sample size require-
ments for surveys.

Census data and data from other federal and nonfederal statistical systems
are closely related and interdependent. For example, census daia are the denomi-
aatos for vimually all buth, monality, and morbidity rates. In turn. these rates are
used to develop the Census Bureau's population estimates and projections. Most
federal agencies use census data as the bascline for designing sampling frames. a3
well as the basis for personnel pools for equal employment opportunuy comphi-
ance,

However. the census 13 not the only source of rucial and ethnic data. Other



