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Historical Significance of Vital Events 

• Registration of births and deaths is a human right. Vital event registration is 
critical to create and document a person’s legal identity.

• UN Sustainable Development Goal Targets 16.9 and 17.19 call for 100% 
registration of all births in the world and 80% registration of all deaths.

• NYC has consistently collected vital events data since 1804; the current NYC 
Health Department was founded in 18051

• Race data has been collected for NYC births and deaths since 1854

• U.S. Census started collecting race data in 1790

• How did race collection practices change over time?  And why?  
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How Did Race Data Take on New Meaning?
• The collection of race and ethnicity data changed over time 

• U.S. Census (which originally housed national vital statistics 
compilation efforts) changed race and ethnicity categories as policies and 
political changes took place which affected the data collection across the 
U.S.

• Over time, race and ethnicity data changed to: 

• Reinforce policies dominant at the time, including racist ideas1,2

• Address current public health issues through interventions 

• How did national categories for race & ethnicity change over time?

• Were NYC’s categories different?  
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US Census Race and Ethnicity, 1790 to 1900
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1790-1890 Foundation of Race Data 

• Race data were collected for taxation, slavery, and representation

• 1790 Census categories:
• Slaves, Free White Persons, and All Other Free Persons

• Race recorded based on Enumerator observation

• 1820 – New Census race category: ‘Free Colored Persons’

• 1840 – Last census with ‘All Other Free Persons’  

• 1850 -  Census only had two race categories: ‘Black/Mulatto’ and ‘White’ 

• 1857 – Dred Scott v. Sandford decision stated that African Americans could not 
be citizens

• 1860 - First use of national origin for U.S. Census for ‘Chinese’
• ‘Chinese’ was added to California Census only.  

• U.S. Census added ‘Indian’ but only enumerated those who paid taxes
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Important Milestones for Race Data 

• 1868 – 14th Amendment ratified – anyone born in US is citizen – based on a 
case of Wong Kim Ark, a Chinese American born in the US

• 1870-1880’s: Increase in Chinese migrants

• 1890 – Census

• First attempt to count all American Indians

• Increased use of ‘race science theories’

• Congress mandated more categories to collect ‘Black blood’; introduced 
‘quadroon’, ‘octoroon’

• High demand for labor led to increased migration from Japan; ‘Japanese’ 
was added
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US Census Race and Ethnicity 1900-1980
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1900–1940 – Racial Thinking and Category Expansion

• Racial purity concepts influenced race categories

• More emphasis on race categories to support and continue segregation policies

• 1900 – ‘Negro’ used for the first time in the U.S. Census

• 1910 – ‘Other’ was first used for the Census

• 1920 – New categories
• Korean, Filipino, and Asian Indian
• First religious group for ‘Hindu’  

• 1930 – ‘Mexican’ added as a category

• Mexicans were previously included as ‘White’, but this category was 
dropped in the 1940 Census.  

• Mexican Americans and Mexico lobbied successfully to remove this 
category.  
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NYC Summary of Vital Statistics, 1930, 1940
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U.S 1930 Census categories: Indian, 

Chinese, Filipino, Hindu, Japanese, Korean, 

Negro, Mexican, White, Other 

U.S 1940 Census categories: Indian, 

Chinese, Filipino, Hindu, Japanese, Korean, 

Negro, Mexican, White, Other 



1950s–1970s – Policy Reform and Civil Rights

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/omb/fedreg_directive_15/(1977)

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2020/08/measuring-race-and-ethnicity.html (2015)

• 1950 – ‘Korean’ and ‘Hindu’ removed for Census; ‘Indian’ changed to ‘American 

Indian’

• 1960 – Self response used instead enumerator’s observation; first Census with 

‘Alaska Native and Pacific Islander’

• Civil Rights Acts (1964, 1965) required better race data to address discrimination

• 1970 – Census changes 

•New Hispanic question: Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, Central or South 

American, Other Spanish, None of these

• ‘Korean’ added back because of increased migration

• ‘Negro or Black’ used – Influenced by the civil rights movement

• OMB Directive No. 15 (1977): Introduced standard categories for race/ethnicity

•White, Black, American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian/Pacific Islander

•Hispanic should be collected as ethnicity, not race
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US Census Race and Ethnicity 1980 -2010
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1980s–1990s – Immigration & Identity Movements

• Increased immigration from Latin 
America, Asia, and Africa

• Activism by multiracial individuals led to 
change

• Advocacy for more flexible and inclusive 
race options

• 1990 - Hispanic origin question was 
added with a list of options (Colombian, 
Dominican, etc.)

• 1997 - OMB revision for a separate ‘Asian 
and Pacific Islander’ category
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2000–2010 – Multiracial & Detailed Responses

• 2000 Census

• First time respondents could select multiple races

• Two separate question for race and ethnicity

• First use of ‘Latino’

• 2010 Instruction added that ‘Hispanic origins are not 
races’

• 2020: Enhanced write-in options for clearer race/ethnicity 
data

• Detailed origin questions (Chinese, Jamaican, etc.)

• Testing for combined questions (race + ethnicity) and 
inclusion of a MENA (Middle Eastern/North African) 
category

14

https://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-6.pdf (2001)

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html (2021)

https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/ (2015)

Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across The Decades: 1790—2010 - U.S. Census Bureau

https://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-6.pdf
https://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-6.pdf
https://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/c2kbr01-6.pdf
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://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/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/race-and-ethnicity-in-the-united-state-2010-and-2020-census.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2015/06/11/multiracial-in-america/
https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html
https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html
https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html
https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html
https://www.census.gov/data-tools/demo/race/MREAD_1790_2010.html


Modern Collection of Race/Ethnicity for Vital Events

• Addressing disparities through:

• Fair and equitable public health policies 

• Creating public health interventions towards racial justice

• Analysis of drivers of public health issues, i.e., disparities during or after 
COVID-19 with different rates of infection and mortality

• Root of disparities 

• Stem from historically racist policies that still affect health outcomes to this 
day

1. Pearson SJ. Birth Registration and the Administration of White Supremacy. Modern American History. 2022;5(2):117-141. doi:10.1017/mah.2022.13

2. The Washington Post. Secret use of census info helped send Japanese Americans to internment camps in WWII.   The Washington Post. April 6th, 2018.  
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Historical Events for NYC Race & Ethnicity Data

• 1854-1952: Race data presented mostly as ‘White’ vs. ‘Non-White

• Collected on forms as ‘Race or Color’ or ‘Color’

• Starting in 1953: Data also presented by ethnic groups

• Show statistics for the Puerto Rican population and other groups using 
nativity

• ‘Race or Color’ – printed on legal NYC certificates until 1960

• Race switched to the confidential medical report
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Was NYC Similar or Different on Race & Ethnicity 
Data Collection? 
• NYC mostly collected data in parallel to Census categories

• Census inclusion of race categories align with national policies for:

• Citizenship, Slavery , Migration

• NYC started reporting on Puerto Rican origin earlier due to migration patterns
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Changes or Shifts Have Meaning

• Race and ethnicity data shape:

• Policy, funding, and representation

• Rigid categories can affect identities and lead to some marginalized groups 
being undercounted

• NYC’s categories were at times more detailed, reflecting local diversity better

• Recent efforts show progress in modern thinking

• Increasing collection of and reporting on additional race and 
ethnicity categories modernize national standards (e.g., combined 
race/ethnicity question, MENA category).
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Race and Ethnicity Data – Why do they matter?

• Because they represent us as citizens

• Data are used for policy, to address disparities and inequities

• Used to design interventions and provide services

• Accurate race & ethnicity data  -> lead to better and more equitable policies
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Thank you!
msilin@health.nyc.gov
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