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1980 OMB: the birth of the “Hispanic” category

In response to outcries from 
leading Mexican, Puerto Rican, 
and Cuban activists, the OMB 
included a measure for 
“Hispanic” origin on the basis 
that Spanish-speaking 
populations were undercounted 
in the 1970 Decennial Census

This had nothing to do with 
racial or discrimination, only 
focused on language
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Source: 1980 Census of Population Volume 1: Characteristics of the Population. U.S. Census Bureau



1997 OMB, Dir. 15: the birth of the “Big 5” race categories

● This change, however, was meant to acknowledge racial and ethnic 
discrimination

● Yet, caution was not taken to address discrepancies in the conflation 
with Spanish-speaking and Latino identity
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Source: Revisions to the Standards for the Classification of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity. Office of Management and Budget. Federal Register Notice October 30, 1997.



Remembering the purpose of federal race reporting per 
the 1997 OMB: ensuring civil rights protections for 
marginalized populations

4Source: Standards for Maintaining, Collecting, and Presenting Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity. A Notice by the Management and Budget Office on 09/30/2016



Fast forward to the 2020 Census:
Census Demographics and “brown-washing” 

Spain is excluded from consideration for 
Western European ancestry, but included in 
the count for “Hispanic/Latino”

Does a white-European majority country of 
origin need federal civil rights protections 
meant for marginalized minorities?
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Source: Improvements to the 2020 Census Race and Hispanic Origin Question Designs, Data Processing, and Coding Procedures. Census Blogs. August 03, 2021



This Census inclusion of “Spaniard” as an example for 
Hispanic/Latino is political

● The Census Bureau added these examples to the race and Census questions, 
claiming to include the top 5 Latino origin groups in the examples
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From the Census Bureau regarding the 2020 additions:

Source: Improvements to the 2020 Census Race and Hispanic Origin Question Designs, Data Processing, and Coding Procedures. Census Blogs. August 03, 2021
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Yet by their own calculations Spaniards are not even in the top 10 



Census White exclusion from Latino-identity

● Note how the “White” option 
excludes any 
Spanish-speaking nation from 
its examples

● White Latinos exist and there 
are Latin American countries 
whose majority is white, for 
example:

○ Argentina 97.2%
○ Chile: 88.9% white
○ Uruguay: 87.7% white
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Source: Improvements to the 2020 Census Race and Hispanic Origin Question Designs, Data Processing, and Coding Procedures. Census Blogs. August 03, 2021;
State.gov, Argentina; CIA World Factbook, Chile; 



Census Black exclusion from Latino-identity

● Note how the “Black” option also 
excludes any Spanish-speaking 
nation from its examples

● The form made explicitly clear that 
Haitians are de-facto Black, but not 
de facto Latino

● In fact, this is how Brazilians, those 
from the Latin American country 
with the highest Black 
population, are also coded 
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Source: 2022 Censo Panorama, população, cor ou raça (Brazilian 2022 Census, population, color/race)
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Source: Krogstad, Jeffrey S. Passel and Jens Manuel. 2023. “How a Coding Error Provided a Rare Glimpse into Latino Identity among Brazilians in the U.S.” Pew 
Research Center. 



It comes to little surprise that with 
such limited options so many 
Latinos opt for this

11Source: Lopez, Luis Noe-Bustamante, Ana Gonzalez-Barrera, Khadijah Edwards, Lauren Mora 
and Mark Hugo. 2021. “4. Measuring the Racial Identity of Latinos.” Pew Research Center. 



Survey weighting often depends on the ACS

● Even for survey firms like Pew that are trying 
their best to include measures of street-race into 
their questionnaires fall back on ACS for 
sampling of Latinos

● This means that all Latinos are “weighted” 
equally, so most surveys over-represent 
Southwestern states and Latinos of Mexican 
descent while underrepresenting Eastern states 
and Latinos of Caribbean descent

● Not to mention, fully excluding Haitian, 
Brazilians, and other non-Spanish speakers

12Source: Lopez, Luis Noe-Bustamante, Ana Gonzalez-Barrera, Khadijah Edwards, Lauren Mora and Mark Hugo. 2021. “4. Measuring the Racial 
Identity of Latinos.” Pew Research Center. 



Downstream effects of messy Census demographics

● Example from a Pew Research article on New Mexico. NM also happens to 
be the second state with most Latinos who identified as White-only, 
surpassed only by Texas

13Source: Natarajan, Jens Manuel Krogstad, Jeffrey S. Passel, Abby Budiman and Anusha. 2024. “Key Facts about Hispanic Eligible Voters in 2024.” Pew Research 
Center. 



Single-race selection may be connected to state politics
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Why am I only focusing on those who identified as 
White-only or Black-only?

● I don’t have a choice: the American Community Survey (ACS) is the Census’ 
most powerful and extensive survey

● Yet it does not allow for racial disaggregation for those who select 
Hispanic/Latino

● That means that the only way to consider race for Latinos in the ACS is by 
observing those who chose one race only

● Research demonstrates that this is not how most Latinos see their race
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Other survey instruments, such as the Census population 
estimates and PUMS do allow for disaggregation
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