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Bridging 1990 and 2000 Census Race Data:  

Fractional Assignment of Multiracial Populations 

 

Abstract.  In contrast to previous censuses, Census 2000 

permitted individuals to mark more than one race. Because the 

new race tables include both single-race and mixed-race 

categories, measuring change during the 1990s requires some 

method of bridging between the two data sets.  

To accomplish this bridging, we identified biracial 

populations as of 1990 through the race and ancestry 

responses of individuals in the PUMS file. With race 

responses assumed to represent a person’s primary race 

identity, we determined the percentage of each biracial 

group that preferred each race as the primary identity. The 

same percentages can be used to assign biracial persons from 

Census 2000 into single-race categories. Comparison of our 

1900 estimates of the numbers in leading biracial groups 

with those reported in Census 2000 suggests that our 

fractional assignment values are reasonable for mixed-race 

groups other than those involving American Indians and 

Alaska Natives. We also provide fractional assignment 

percentages for selected states and for the larger specific 

nationality groups of mixed-race Asians. Key words: census, 

multiracial, population, race, United States 
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GROWING MIXED-RACE POPULATIONS 

 The United States has long contained multiracial 

people——those of mixed racial background. However, because 

traditional American culture holds that people should be 

categorized into a series of discrete races, the multiracial 

backgrounds of people have usually remained hidden (Nash 

1995). The U.S. Bureau of the Census has further diminished 

the public’s awareness of racial mixing by its directions to 

respondents on the decennial census questionnaire. By 

requiring everyone answering the race question to choose one 

race only, those individuals who had more than one racial 

identity were forced to choose between competing identities.  

Multiracial identities have become much more 

significant during the last two or three decades because the 

country’s mixed-race population has grown very rapidly. 

According to the Census Bureau the number of interracially 

married couples in the U.S. has grown from 149,000 in 1960 

to 1,461,000 in 1990. Moreover, between 1990 and 1998 the 

Current Population Survey documented an increase in 41 

percent in the number of all intermarried couples and an 

increase of 56 percent in Black-White intermarried couples 

(U.S. Census Bureau 1999).  
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Characteristics of the people in interracial marriages 

have been analyzed by Sandefur and McKinnell (1986), Kalmijn 

(1993), and Qian (1997); and the experiences and 

perspectives of this country’s growing multiracial 

population have been covered in numerous popular articles, 

as well as in scholarly publications (Root 1992 and 1996, 

Houston and Williams 1997, Waters 1998, and O’Hearn 1998). 

It seems clear, from these and other sources, that most 

multiracial individuals prefer to identify with their 

different known racial heritages rather than just one.  

 

NEW CENSUS TREATMENT OF MIXED-RACE POPULATIONS 

During the 1990s the U.S. government acknowledged these 

recent trends and influences. After much research and debate 

over the best way to identify the multiracial population, in 

October of 1997 the Office of Management and Budget decided 

that respondents will be permitted to choose more than one 

identity on the “race” question on Census 2000 (U.S. Office 

of Management and Budget 1997). The actual question on 

Census 2000 reads, “What is this person’s race? Mark one or 

more races to indicate what this person considers 

himself/herself to be.”  
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This change is appropriate in that it acknowledges the 

growing numbers of multiracial Americans. Nevertheless, the 

change in directions has resulted in much more complex 

tabulations than in earlier censuses. Many basic race counts 

from Census 2000 are now reported in 63 race categories, 57 

of which represent various mixed-race combinations.  

Some federal decisions have been made regarding use of 

multiracial numbers for purposes of civil rights monitoring 

and enforcement. In that case OMB has provided federal 

agencies with procedures for allocating certain of the 

mixed-race response totals (U.S. Office of Management and 

Budget 2000a).  

However, for other purposes it is not at all clear how 

race data from Census 2000 with its various multiracial 

populations should be bridged or made comparable to race 

data from the 1990 census. Users who wish to show change in 

race populations over time face the major difficulty of 

inconsistency in race categories. This problem is found at 

all scales of geography, from states and the nation through 

counties and municipalities down to the level of census 

tracts and blocks.  

Race data from Census 2000 will also contain a few 

changes in aggregation labels, but these new names should 
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pose no problem for data users wishing to link 1990 and 2000 

race data.  

 

APPROACHES TO BRIDGING THE 1990 AND 2000 RACE DATA 

The need for bridging between the 1990 and 2000 data and 

possible alternative procedures have been discussed by 

Perlmann (1997) and the federal government’s Office of 

Management and Budget. The OMB report, with a title we 

abbreviate as “Provisional Guidance on the Implementation of 

the 1997 Standards”, with its highly detailed Appendix C, 

“The Bridge Report”, is available on-line (U.S. Office of 

Management and Budget 2000b). Most recently the new 

multiracial data and suggestions for handling it for varied 

purposes have been summarized by Lee in a small booklet 

(2001).  

In a general sense there are four basic options in 

bridging the data, each of which contains variations not 

presented here (Table 1) First, include for each race total 

only those who listed the group as single race. Use of this 

number would undercount the race group because it would 

ignore those members who listed it as part of a multiracial 

identity. Second, include for each race total all those who 

listed the group as either a single or a multiple racial 

identity. This procedure obviously overcounts the population 
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in that the total of race populations will be greater than 

the counted number of inhabitants.  

[Table 1 about here] 

A third tabulation procedure would be to add 

multiracial numbers into the single-race count for one group 

but not the others. Where a biracial group involves Whites, 

the numbers might be added the non-White group total. This 

would be consistent with OMB’s policy regarding the use of 

mixed-race data in civil rights enforcement (Office of 

Management and Budget 2000a), but it would also assign many 

people who traditionally reported themselves as White to 

minority groups (Goldstein and Morning 2001). This would add 

further controversy to the government’s race-based programs. 

Where a biracial person is not mixed-White, the person could 

be assigned systematically to either the larger or the 

smaller single-race non-White group, or some other method of 

assignment could be developed.  

This third option is advantageous compared to the first 

two in that the aggregation of race group counts would equal 

the total population. However, it arbitrarily ignores 

completely one or more components of a multiracial person’s 

identity.  
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These first three bridging methods all involve 

assigning mixed-race individuals completely to one race 

category, a procedure OMB refers to as “whole assignment” 

(U.S. Office of Management and Budget 2000b: 87-89). Some 

type of whole assignment must presumably be used in bridging 

microdata on individuals, as opposed to simple race totals 

for geographical areas. However, for bridging race totals in 

any geographical area, the disadvantages of the whole 

assignment approaches lead us to favor some other method of 

solving the bridging problem. The general approach that 

seems appropriate to us is an apportioning, or fractional 

assignment, of all those who marked two or more races into 

specific single-race totals (Table 1).  

Equal fractional assignment should produce better 

single-race counts for bridging summary race data than any 

of the whole assignment methods because it avoids the 

arbitrary addition of the mixed-race population to certain 

single-race groups but not others.  

However, it may be possible to improve upon equal 

assignment. The fact that OMB’s “Provisional Guidance” 

report and its lengthy Appendix C were highly detailed 

concerning alternative methods of fractional assignment 
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leads us to think that OMB considers fractional assignment 

to be feasible and appropriate.  

 

OUR BASIC APPROACH TO BRIDGING 

In this paper we propose a fractional assignment 

bridging method that is based on 1990 race and ancestry 

responses of individuals. These make it possible for us to 

determine how mixed-race people in Census 2000 data should be 

fractionally assigned.  

After we explain the method and present the calculated 

fractional assignment values, we compare our 1990 estimates 

of the largest biracial population groups with those reported 

in Census 2000. If our estimated biracial numbers for 1990 

are smaller but not a great deal less than the numbers 

reported in 2000, it would appear that we have tapped 

essentially the same population that reported itself as 

biracial in 2000. This would suggest that our method is a 

reasonable way to determine the main or primary race 

identities of mixed-race people and that it is an appropriate 

basis for bridging.  

Our method focuses on people reporting just two races 

because 93 percent of those reporting more than one race did 

mark only two races (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). There is 
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evidence that the majority of biracial people do have a main 

or primary race identity that is at least somewhat more 

important to them (U.S. Office of Management and Budget 

2000b: Appendix C, Table 3; Field 1996). If those single-

race preferences can be determined, they could make possible 

the assignment of biracial populations to their more 

important race. Because the number of persons reporting 

three or more races is so small, we believe that the best 

bridging solution for those groups is equal fractional 

assignment among all the appropriate race groups.  

 

METHOD FOR BRIDGING 

Our method is based on estimating the various biracial 

populations in 1990 in the United States. We did this by 

comparing race and ancestry responses for individuals as 

reported in the 1- percent Public Use Microdata Sample 

(PUMS) file. We also analyzed biracial populations in 

selected states and specific mixed-Asian nationality 

combinations using the 5 percent PUMS file. Those 

individuals whose reported race and ancestry represented 

different race groups were considered biracial and grouped 

according to their dual identities.  
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We assumed that individuals reported their main or 

primary race identity in response to the race question 

because that question appears more prominently on the 

questionnaire than the ancestry question. Then, the race we 

inferred from that person’s reported ancestry indicated, for 

our purposes, the secondary or less important race identity.  

Within each biracial combination, we needed to know the 

percentage of people that selected each race identity as 

their more important one. This value was the key to 

estimating how the biracial population in Census 2000 would 

have identified itself racially if forced to choose a 

single-race identity as in 1990.  

Inferring Race Identities from Ancestry Responses  

 The method by which races were inferred from ancestries 

involved our assessment of the likelihood that certain 

ancestries did represent specific races.  

The ancestries that we considered as representing the 

White race category were primarily those of Europe. All 

European ancestries, including Spaniard and Russian, were 

treated as representing the White race. Other ancestries 

also included as White were identities such as Caucasian, 

Yankee, Wasp, Anglo, and Aryan, all of which were coded by 

the Census Bureau as “White” ancestry. Because a very high 
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proportion of U.S. residents of Canadian or French Canadian 

origin is White, these ancestries were also used to indicate 

a White secondary racial identity. However, because of the 

historic heritage of racial mixing in North Africa and 

Southwest Asia, we did not include any of these ancestries 

(e.g., Egyptian, Israeli, Turkish, Lebanese, or Iranian) in 

our analysis. These ancestry groups comprise .7 percent of 

the U.S. population. 

A racial identity as Black was indicated by non-Spanish 

West Indian and sub-Saharan African ancestries, as well as 

African American ancestry itself and its equivalents as 

identified in the PUMS ancestry code list. This means, for 

example, that people reporting West Indian, Jamaican, 

Bahamian, Trinidadian, Belizean, U.S. Virgin Islander, 

Nigerian, Ghanaian, and Kenyan ancestries were treated as 

Black. We are aware that a very small percentage of the U.S. 

population originating in these countries is White and that 

Americans of Jamaican ancestry also include a few Chinese. 

Also, although almost half the population of the island of 

Trinidad itself is Asian Indian, 95 percent of the 

Trinidadians who had migrated to the U.S. as of 1980 were 

Black (Allen and Turner 1988: 175). For these reasons it 

seems reasonable to infer a secondary Black race identity 

from non-Spanish West Indian and African ancestries. 



 13 

The American Indian and Alaska Native race included all 

people who in 1990 reported their ancestry as American 

Indian, Eskimo, or Aleut, as well as those listing specific 

tribal ancestries that were coded by the Census Bureau in 

those categories.  

Most Asian ancestries corresponded more directly to the 

equivalent category within the detailed Asian and Pacific 

Islander listings for race data. Thus, ancestries such as 

Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, Asian Indian, and Vietnamese 

were treated as Asian racial identities. Hawaiian, Samoan, 

Tongan, and Guamanian ancestries were considered part of the 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander race group. In 

addition, smaller ancestries such as Bangladeshi, Pakistani, 

Burmese, Tibetan and Malaysian represented groups within the 

Asian race category; and Cantonese, Taiwanese, Hong Kong, 

and Singaporean ancestries were treated as Chinese and thus 

Asian. Australian and New Zealand ancestries were not 

included in our study.  

Many people of Latin American (including Spanish 

Caribbean) ancestries find that they do not fit clearly into 

any race category. Over most of the last 500 years racial 

mixing between Whites, Indians, and, to a lesser extent, 

Blacks has been occurring in Latin America. For these 

reasons, all Latin American ancestries were excluded from 
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our study. This represented 8 percent of the U.S. 

population. 

To illustrate the procedures, a person reporting a 

Black race but an American Indian ancestry would be 

considered biracial. The person’s main or primary identity 

was assumed to be Black while the secondary identity would 

be American Indian and Alaska Native.  

Consistency of Primary Race Identities  

One potential weakness in our method is that it assumes 

that biracial populations will be consistent in their 

primary race identity preferences between 1990 and 2000. It 

is impossible to determine this. However, some degree of 

consistency has been observed over earlier decades in a 

related measure. Census Bureau demographers have calculated 

the percentages of children of mixed-race parents 

identifying with specific races in 1970, 1980, and 1990 

(Table 2).  

[Table 2 about here] 

Primary race identity among children of Black-White 

interracial marriages has been very consistent from 1970 to 

1990, with about two-thirds of the children reported as 

Black. The identities of children with American Indian and 

White parents have also been fairly consistent. Although in 
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1980 more mixed-race children were reported as American 

Indian identity, by 1990 the trend had partially reversed 

itself. Among children of Asian and White parents an 

apparent trend of decreasing White identity is evident. 

However, strong evidence of fluid or somewhat variable 

identities among the mixed White-Asian and White-American 

Indian populations in the 1990s suggests that little weight 

be given to such apparent trends. A study investigating the 

characteristics of racially intermarried Asian and White 

parents who reported in 1990 that their child was “Asian” as 

opposed to “White” concluded that the choice of identity was 

essentially optional (Xie and Goyette 1997). Also, 

significant variability in the reported identities of mixed 

Asian-White and White-American Indian adolescents has been 

demonstrated, with variability partly dependent on question 

wording and context (Harris and Sim 2000). Because of such 

increasing difficulties in measuring these variable 

identities in the growing mixed-race populations, we assume 

an essential stability since 1990 in all the other main race 

identities of mixed-race populations.  

Race-Ancestry Identity Differences 
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A compilation of those individuals with inconsistent race 

and ancestry identities (Table 3) forms the basis for 

subsequent tables.  

[Table 3 about here] 

For each primary race group listed as a column head, we 

present the numbers of persons reporting the various 

ancestries or secondary race identities.1 In 1990, for 

example, a total of 197,942 individuals who identified their 

race as Asian reported having some White ancestry so that 

White becomes a secondary race identity. A separate group of 

529,255 persons identified themselves as primarily White in 

racial identity but with an Asian secondary race identity. 

The sum of these two groups represents the total biracial 

Asian-White population (727,197), which is shown on Table 4.  

 

RESULTS FOR U.S. NATIONAL POPULATION 

We have performed fractional assignment calculations for 

both the total biracial populations (Table 4) and the non-

Hispanic portion of those populations (Table 5). Tabulations 

designed for the purposes of electoral redistricting (PL94-

171) and race tables in many other U.S. Census reports will 

provide numbers for each of the biracial combinations in 

Tables 4 and 5. These tables represent our most important 
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findings. Both tables are presented so that users can apply 

either set as they wish. 

[Tables 4 and 5 about here] 

By our measure the largest biracial group is persons of 

mixed White—American Indian identity. This population has 

already been well described in the demographic literature 

(Passel 1996; Eschbach, Supple, & Snipp 1998). One of its 

distinctive features is the large number of people reporting 

some Indian ancestry (8.8 million in 1990) compared to the 

much smaller number reporting their race as American Indian 

(2 million in 1990).  

The next largest biracial group according to the more 

inclusive Table 4 is the mixed Black and White population, 

totaling over 730,000, followed by the Black—American Indian 

group, numbering over 370,000.  

Confirmation of Fractional Assignment Percentages 

A completely separate study provides general 

confirmation of our fractional assignment values. National 

Health Interview Survey (NHIS) results for the years 1993-

1995 were examined by OMB in its detailed document on 

alternative tabulation procedures for multiracial 

populations (U.S. Bureau of Management and Budget 2000: 

Appendix C, text and Table 3).  
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These NHIS data are based on a national sample of over 

300,000 persons. The sample was sufficiently large to 

include the following mixed groups and numbers: 849 White—

Black, 2618 White—AIAN, 375 Black—AIAN, and 842 representing 

the combined White—Asian and White—NHOPI groups.  

The race identity feature of the NHIS methodology makes 

this survey particularly appropriate for fractional 

assignment purposes. This is because respondents could 

choose more than one race identity if they wished but were 

asked to select a main race identity also. An excerpt from 

the OMB Bridge Report follows (U.S. Office of Management and 

Budget 2000: Appendix C):  

“As the respondent is handed a card with numbered racial 

categories, the interviewer asks, ‘What is the number of the 

group or groups that represent your race?’ If the respondent 

selects more than one category, the interviewer then asks, 

‘Which of those groups would you say best describes your 

race?’”  

Although the wording of these race identity questions 

and the interview context were different from Census 2000, 

both the initial NHIS question and Census 2000 were asking 

essentially the same question. That suggests to us that the 

NHIS results represent a useful elaboration of the biracial 
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responses that appear in Census 2000 because they provide 

the proportion of respondents preferring one main race 

identity over the other.  

One drawback of the NHIS data is the fact that a 

proportion of people in those different biracial groups did 

not identify their main race. For the mixed White—AIAN and 

Black—AIAN populations, fewer than 8 percent did not 

identity a main race. In contrast, 27 percent of the mixed 

White—Black group and 18 percent of the mixed White—Asian 

and Pacific Islander group did not choose a main race. It 

seems likely that many of these people did not wish to claim 

one of their race identities as more important than the 

other. 

Without main or primary race identities for these 

biracial respondents, NHIS percentages preferring each main 

race are unsuitable for comparison to our results, in which 

everyone’s primary race identity was distinguishable from 

their secondary identity. For this reason the NHIS results 

were adjusted as follows. In each of the four biracial 

groups we apportioned those who did not select a main race 

into the specific primary race group according to the 

percentages shown by those who did report a main race 

identity. In other words, we extrapolated fractional 
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assignment percentages from the sample that did identify 

their preferred race to the entire biracial combination 

group (Table 6).   

[Table 6 about here] 

The general similarity between NHIS adjusted percentages 

and our fractional assignment values suggests that our 

results are not unreasonable. Four out of the five largest 

biracial groups in the NHIS have adjusted fractional 

assignment percentages that differ little from the 

percentages we calculated. The largest difference in 

fractional assignment percentage concerns the main race 

preference of the White-Asian population. Our calculations 

show that the proportion of this group preferring their 

White identity was 15 percent higher than is indicated by 

the adjusted NHIS figure. We cannot know the reason behind 

this discrepancy. It might be explained by either or both of 

two factors previously discussed: the variability in Asian-

White identity according to question wording and context, or 

an increasing preference for Asian identity among the mixed 

Asian-White group. 

Applying Fractional Assignment to Census 2000 Biracial Data 

The percentage values in Tables 4 and 5 can be used to 

fractionally assign any of the larger biracial populations 
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from Census 2000 into their component single-race groups 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2001). To illustrate, we apply the 

method to the mixed Black-White group at the national level 

(Table 7).  

[Table 7] 

First, of the 784,764 who reported themselves as mixed 

Black and White in the last census, 38.7 percent (a total of 

303,704) can be assigned to the single-race White group, 

called the “White alone” group by the Census Bureau. The 

remainder, 481,060, should be added to the “Black alone” 

total. Similarly, for the mixed White-Asian group, the 72.8 

percent of the total of 868,395 that should be assigned 

Whites will result in an additional 632,191 to the “White 

alone” numbers. The remaining 236,204 people are added to 

the “Asian alone” total.  

 

RESULTS FOR SPECIFIC ASIAN GROUPS AND FOR SELECTED STATES 

Two additional analyses provide greater detail on 

fractional assignment percentages. We present results for 

some individual states and for specific Asian mixed-race 

groups, based on an aggregation of 15 leading states. States 

were selected both for their varied regional locations and 

for their large or distinctive biracial populations. For 
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these measurements at the state level we used the 5% PUMS 

file.  

Because the presence or absence of Hispanics in the 

different race groups (Tables 4 and 5) has already been 

shown to have only a very small effect on fractional 

assignment percentages, these detailed analyses were based 

on a single intermediate population. Hispanic members of all 

race groups were included except for Whites, whose coverage 

was limited to those who were non-Hispanic.  

Specific Asian Biracial Groups  

We have also calculated fractional assignment 

percentages for the larger groups’ biracial populations 

(Table 8).  

[Table 8 about here] 

In all of the groups of mixed White-Asian populations, 

over two-thirds identified primarily with the White 

component of their heritage. However, biracial members of 

specific Asian groups do differ somewhat in their 

preferences for one or another primary race.  

Selected States 

 Previous studies have not been based on sufficiently 

large samples to investigate possible state differences in 
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the primary race identities of biracial people. We 

calculated total numbers and fractional assignment 

percentages in selected states (Table 9).  

[Table 9 about here] 

 Some major state differences are evident. Where 

either American Indian and Alaska Native or Asian 

populations represent greater proportions of the state 

population, racially mixed people in those groups tended to 

identify more with the non-White component of their 

heritage. This is evident in Hawaii, where the biracial 

White-Asian group was less likely to report a White primary 

race identity. The same situation occurs among American 

Indians and Alaska Natives, as is illustrated in Alaska and 

Oklahoma.   

The presence of state differences in primary race 

identities is a reminder that any figure used for fractional 

assignment at the national level will hide some variations 

at lower levels of geography. However, most state fractional 

assignment percentages differ from the national figures by 

only small amounts.  

 

COMPARISON TO CENSUS 2000 RESULTS 
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We now compare our estimates of leading biracial 

populations in 1990 with the numbers from Census 2000 as an 

indication of the appropriateness of fractional assignment 

values. If our estimate for a specific biracial group is 

somewhat smaller than but not radically different from the 

2000 Census count for the group, the individuals covered in 

our 1990 data would appear to comprise a large proportion of 

those identifying in Census 2000 with the same biracial 

group. This would suggest that our method for determining 

the primary race identities of that group is reasonably 

valid and appropriate. Smaller numbers in 1990 would allow 

for biracial group increase during the 1990s due to the 

unknown but large and growing number of births to parents in 

interracial marriages.  

On the other hand, where the 2000 biracial group numbers 

are very much smaller or very much larger than our 1990 

estimates, the overlap of 1990 and 2000 biracial populations 

is presumably less. In such a case, our percentage values 

would appear less applicable to the 2000 biracial group.  

Because different racial groups in the U.S. population 

grew at very different rates during the 1990s, the 1990 and 

2000 biracial comparisons are best done in terms of the 
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larger groups’ proportions within the total U.S. population 

(Table 10).  

[Table 10 about here] 

First, the Black-White population represents about three-

tenths of one percent of Americans in 1990 according to our 

methodology and somewhat less according to the 2000 Census 

count. It appears that our method overestimates this 

biracial group, especially when one allows for an increase 

during the 1990s due to likely births to the increasing 

number of Black-White intermarried parents. Between 1990 and 

1998 the number of Americans in Black-White intermarriages 

grew by 56 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 1999).  

However, the fact that the .28 percentage is not much 

less than the .30 suggests to us that our method did 

identify most of this group as of 1990. Because of this, we 

believe that our fractional assignment value of 38.7 percent 

White (and 61.3 percent Black) is reasonable for the mixed 

Black-White population.  

Another group that we seem to have estimated reasonably 

well in 1990 was the mixed White-Asian group. Here again we 

appear to have overestimated slightly the size of the group, 

especially when considering births during the 1990 from the 

rapidly growing number of Asian-White marriages. However, 
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our fractional assignment percentage for the White-NHOPI 

group is probably not as appropriate because our estimate of 

the group’s proportion in 1990 was 25 percent higher than 

its proportion in the 2000 data.  

Our 1990 estimates for the Black-Asian and Asian-NHOPI 

groups are slightly smaller, as would be expected if our 

method counted a high proportion of the same individuals who 

reported themselves in these biracial groups. This is 

evidence supporting the use of our fractional assignment 

percentages for these groups.  

On the other hand, our 1990 estimate of the proportion of 

the mixed American Indian and Alaska Native-White population 

was more than seven times higher than that found in 2000. 

Similarly, our estimated mixed American Indian and Black 

population was twice as high as reported in 2000.In our 

opinion, the new 2000 data on the mixed American Indian and 

Alaska Native numbers, with their much smaller totals 

compared to our estimates, makes inappropriate the use of 

our fractional assignment values for those groups.  

It seems clear that the great majority of people who 

reported an American Indian ancestry in 1990 chose not to 

identify themselves as biracial on the race question in 

Census 2000. This finding will not be surprising to those 
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familiar with the many White or Black people with some 

Indian heritage. Indian racial identity is highly variable 

over time and between individuals, but it is frequently 

weaker than the White or Black identity among the several 

million Americans whose Indian heritage is proportionately 

weak and generationally distant (Passel 1996).  

NHIS results —— both proportions within the total 

biracial population and primary race preferences —— for 

these mixed American Indian and Alaska Native groups 

proportions and primary race identities appear intermediate 

between ours and Census 2000. This is a reminder of the 

variability of such identities. Some combination of question 

wording and context, as well as possible shifts in primary 

race preferences during the 1990s, may have played a larger 

role than anticipated.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Permitting Americans to identify with more than one race 

is appropriate, as is tabulation of Census 2000 race data in 

both single-race and various mixed-race combinations. 

However, the discrepancy between the older single-race and 

the newer single- plus mixed-race categories makes it 

impossible to measure race trends during the 1990s. This 
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problem of bridging between the race data sets will cease to 

exist once the 2000 Census categories form the base from 

which future change is measured, but at present there is no 

clear best way to bridge between the 1990 and 2000 data.  

For the purpose of bridging summary race counts for 

geographical areas, some form of fractional assignment of 

multiracial persons to their various component groups is 

better than arbitrarily assigning them as whole individuals 

to one race group. Fractional assignment is preferable 

because it does not eliminate any of the race identities 

reported by respondents. Moreover, it enables the user to 

incorporate all multiracial responses into single-race 

counts that sum to the reported total population of the 

area.  

Fractional assignment by equal shares is a generally 

appropriate way to apportion multiracial populations into 

their appropriate single-race groups. This means, for 

example, that the reported mixed Black-White-Asian 

population in an area would be assigned one-third to Black, 

one-third to White, and one-third to the Asian numbers in 

that area. Equal fractional assignment seems particularly 

appropriate for the small numbers of people reporting 

themselves in three or more races. It would also seem the 
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preferable method for bridging the smaller mixed Asian 

nationalities that we did not treat.  

However, for many biracial populations, our analyses of 

1990 PUMS data on race and ancestry probably enabled us to 

improve on equal fractional assignment. This is because we 

were able to determine the percentage of many biracial 

groups that identified more strongly with one as opposed to 

the other of the two races. The fact that primary race 

preferences of biracial populations and could have shifted 

during the 1990s means that our fractional assignment 

percentages can be only approximate.  

With respect to the size of various biracial 

populations, our 1990 estimates were generally similar to 

the 2000 Census figures for the same groups. The fact that 

our estimates were often slightly greater means that some 

people whom we found to be biracial had either died or chose 

to check only one race on Census 2000. Nevertheless, it does 

appear in that in most cases the group that we estimated 

corresponded reasonably closely to the group reported as 

biracial in Census 2000. That fact supports the view that 

our fractional assignment values are appropriate for use 

with most biracial groups in 2000. 
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The greatest discrepancy in size between our estimated 

biracial numbers and those reported in Census 2000 concern 

the American Indian and Alaska Native population. Our 

estimate of the White-American Indian and Alaska Native 

group was seven times greater the 2000 Census figure, and 

our Black-American Indian and Alaska Native estimated total 

was twice that reported in Census 2000. These large 

discrepancies indicate that our fractional assignment 

percentages for these groups are based on much larger and 

probably quite different populations than those that 

reported themselves as mixed-American Indian and Alaska 

Native in Census 2000. For this reason it is inappropriate 

to apply our fractional assignment percentages to biracial 

groups in which American Indian and Alaska Native is a 

component. This leaves equal fractional assignment as the 

most appropriate method of bridging the mixed American 

Indian groups.  

In the mixed Black-White population, the fact that a 

Black primary identity is more common than a White primary 

identity is clear. This may be our strongest finding of 

greatest applicability. It appears to us that a method of 

bridging that does not acknowledge the more important Black 

identity for the mixed Black-White population group is not a 

fair measure of the size of American’s Black communities.  
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For all mixed-race groups, we suggest that either equal 

fractional assignment or our fractional assignment 

percentages will enable bridging to 1990 race counts in a 

fairer and truer way than any other method of bridging.  

 



 32 

NOTE 

1. Table 3 shows a surprisingly large number (158,415) of 

persons reporting their race as Asian and their ancestry 

as American Indian and Alaska Native, as well as 18,418 

reversing these race and ancestry identities. The largest 

portion of this number probably represents not a biracial 

population but a widespread misinterpretation of 

questionnaire directions and ethnic labels. This was 

evident after we performed a separate analysis using the 

5 percent PUMS file. That analysis found 147,085 people 

of Asian Indian race who reported an American Indian 

ancestry as well as 3,031 people of American Indian race 

and Asian Indian ancestry. Because American Indians and 

the more recently arrived immigrants from India differ so 

greatly in socioeconomic status and settlement patterns, 

significant racial mixing has been highly unlikely. In 

our opinion this race-ancestry combination does not 

represent a truly biracial population. Thus, in all 

tables after Table 3 we have subtracted these persons 

from the biracial Asian—American Indian and Alaska Native 

totals.  
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Table 1.  Alternative Methods of Bridging 

  

  

1.  Count only single-race responses (e.g., Black alone);  

  

 (mixed-race persons ignored or grouped as "multiracial") 

  

  

2.  Sum all persons reporting a race alone or in combination.   

  

 (e.g, Asian alone + all Asian mixed-race) 

  

  

3.  Count mixed-race persons for only one of their race identities. 

  

  

4.  Assign mixed-race persons fractionally to race groups.  

  

  

      a. Equal: Divide mixed-race perons equally among all reported race groups. 

  

 (e.g., Asian-Black-White as 1/3 Asian, 1/3 Black, 1/3 White) 

  

  

      b. Non-equal: Divide biracial persons proportionately based some criterion. 

  

 (e.g., Asian-White assigned by specific percent to Asian,  
  

       remainder to White)  
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Table 2. Identities of Children in Mixed-race Families    

         

   Percent of Children with White Identity  

         

Parental Identities  1970 1980 1990   

         

White - Black   33.6 33.6 33.8   

         

White - American Indian  56.9 49.8 53.7   

         

White - Asian and Pacific Islander 71.9 65.0 58.3   

         

         

Source: Bennett, McKenney, and Harrison (1995), Tables 9, 10, 11  
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Table 3.  Race-Ancestry Identity Differences, United States, 1990    

      

  Primary Race Identity (Race)  

      

Secondary Race Identity (Ancestry) White Black AIAN Asian NHOPI 

      

White  452,285 417,591 197,942 51,903 

      

Black or African American 285,207  32,340 32,101 2,953 

      

American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN) 6,597,426 340,897  158,415 2,625 

      

Asian 529,255 45,241 18,418  59,074 

      

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 

(NHOPI) 

73,725 4,994 2,982 38,136  

      

Source: 1990 U.S. Census, 1% PUMS      
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Table 4. Primary Race Identities of Larger Biracial 

Populations 

       

         

 Total Biracial   Percent of Biracial Population 

         

Biracial Group   Population     with Primary Race as White  

         

White - Black  737,492    38.7    

         

White - American Indian/Alaska Native 7,015,017    94.0    

         

White - Asian 727,197    72.8    

         

White - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 125,628    58.7    

         

     with Primary Race as Black  

         

Black - American Indian/Alaska Native 373,237    91.3    

         

Black - Asian 77,342    58.5    

         

Black - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 7,947    62.8    

         

     with Primary Race as AIAN  

         

American Indian/Alaska Native - Asian 26,717    57.6    

         

American Indian/Alaska Native - NHOPI 5,607    53.2    

         

     with Primary Race as Asian  

         

Asian - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 97,211    39.2    

         

Total 9,193,395        

         

Source:  1990 U.S. Census, 1% PUMS         

         

* Excludes the estimated 150,116 persons reporting both Asian Indian and American Indian identities.  
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Table 5. Primary Race Identities of Larger Biracial Populations     

    (Non-Hispanics only)     

     

 Total Biracial  Percent of Biracial Population 

     

Biracial Group   Population    with Primary Race as White 

     

White - Black  702,037   37.7 

     

White - American Indian/Alaska Native 6,913,044   94.2 

     

White - Asian 682,078   73.1 

     

White - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 113,628   58.9 

     

    with Primary Race as Black 

     

Black - American Indian/Alaska Native 365,283   91.6 

     

Black - Asian 74,904   58.8 

     

Black - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 7,546   63.0 

     

    with Primary Race as AIAN 

     

American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN) - Asian 22,307   61.3 

     

American Indian/Alaska Native - NHOPI 5,047   48.0 

     

    with Primary Race as Asian 

     

Asian - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 90,043   39.6 

     

     

Total 8,975,917    

     

Source:  1990 U.S. Census, 1% PUMS     

     
* Excludes the estimated 150,116 persons reporting both Asian Indian and American Indian identities. 
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Table 6. Fractional Assignment Comparison to NHIS Percentages     

        

   Percent of Biracial Population  

        

    with Primary Race as White  

        

Biracial Group   Allen-Turner   Adjusted NHIS  

        

White - Black or African American  38.7   34.3  

        

White - American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN)  94.0   86.7  

        

White - Asian   72.8   57.5  

        

White - Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander (NHOPI)  58.7   57.5  

        

        

   Percent of Biracial Population  

        

    with Primary Race as Black  

        

   Allen-Turner   Adjusted NHIS  

        

Black - American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN)  91.3   92.4  

        

        

Sources: Table 4; U.S. Office of Management and Budget 2000:        

        

  Appendix C, Table 3       

        

Notes: NHIS = National Health Interview Survey. NHIS percentage        

        

 combines Asians with Native Hawaiians and Other Pacific Islanders.       
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Table 7. Applying Fractional Assignment to 2000 Census Data  

        

        

Biracial Group      Black-White      Asian-White  

        

2000 Census Count 784, 764  868, 395  

        

        

  Black White  Asian White  

        

Fractional Assign. 

Pct. 

61.3 38.7  27.2 72.8  

        

Addition to Race       

   alone  481,060 303,740  236,204 632,191  
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Table 8. Primary Race Identities of Selected Asian Biracial Populations 

        

   Total Biracial   Percent of Biracial Population 

        

Biracial Groups   Population       with Primary Race as White 

         

NHWhite - Chinese  89,244   69.7  

        

NHWhite - Filipino  168,929   72.0  

        

NHWhite - Japanese  184,000   75.3  

        

NHWhite - Asian Indian 88,188   83.2  

        

NHWhite - Korean  71,307   82.4  

        

NHWhite - Vietnamese  21,865   71.7  

        

        

           with Primary Race as Black 

        

Black - Chinese  11,893   51.3  

        

Black - Filipino  14,839   72.2  

        

Black - Japanese  9,738   77.4  

        

Black - Asian Indian  20,892   61.0  

        

Black - Korean  7,435   75.3  

        

Black - Vietnamese  1,181   59.0  

        

           with Primary Race as AIAN 

        

AIAN - Chinese  1,569   55.6  

        

AIAN - Filipino  6,009   53.4  

        

AIAN - Japanese  3,104   57.5  

        

AIAN - Korean  952   41.2  

        

AIAN - Vietnamese  417   52.5  

        

        

Source: 1990 U.S. Census, 5% PUMS      

Notes: NH White = Non-Hispanic White. AIAN = American Indian and Alaska Native  
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Table 9.  Primary Race Identities of Larger Biracial Populations in      

   Selected States         

           

    Total Biracial   Percent of Biracial Population   

Biracial Group, States Population    with Primary Race as White   

            

NHWhite - Black           

           

    Alabama  8,878    46.4    

           

    California  89,036    32.9    

           

    Florida  42,541    45.7    

           

    Georgia  18,169    40.9    

           

    Illinois  26,154    28.6    

           

    Maryland  17,289    24.5    

           

    Massachusetts  22,396    39.4    

           

    New York  60,982    27.3    

           

    Oklahoma  30,066    85.5    

           

    Pennsylvania  26,110    28.7    

           

    Texas   57,535    49.3    

           

    Washington  13,815    35.0    

           

NHWhite - American Indian/Alaska Native         

           

    Alabama  221,369    97.6    

           

    Alaska   22,179    78.8    

           

    Arizona  79,158    91.7    
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    California  598,238    88.6    

           

    Florida  383,604    96.7    

           

    Georgia  272,682    98.3    

           

    Illinois  213,036    96.0    

           

    New York  172,210    93.1    

           

    Oklahoma  300,156    82.3    

           

    Pennsylvania  138,604    95.2    

           

    Texas   731,645    97.4    

           

    Washington  134,850    85.2    

           

NHWhite - Asian          

           

    California  180,618    67.2    

           

    Hawaii   78,872    46.8    

           

    Washington  36,010    69.0    

           

NHWhite - Chinese          

           

    California  21,876    63.4    

           

    Hawaii   8,288    74.8    

           

    New York  6,100    69.2    

           

NHWhite - Filipino           

           

    California  52,274    66.9    

           

    Hawaii   12,842    52.7    
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    Illinois  6,807    70.6    

           

    Washington  8,482    69.8    

           

NHWhite - Japanese           

           

    California  47,412    70.2    

           

    Hawaii   15,680    54.5    

           

    Washington  9,912    72.6    

           

Black - American Indian and Alaska Native      with Primary Race as Black   

           

    California  41,807    88.2    

           

    Florida  14,923    91.7    

           

    Georgia  10,110    93.6    

           

    Illinois  13,706    92.5    

           

    New York  43,241    86.1    

           

    Oklahoma  9,316    76.1    

           

    Texas   18,428    94.1    

           

           

Source: 1990 U.S. Census, 5% PUMS. Note: NHWhite = Non-Hispanic White     
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Table 10.  Percentage of Selected Biracial Groups in U.S. Population,   

      1990 and 2000        

        

  1990 Estimate     2000 Census 

Group  (Allen-Turner)        Count 

        

White - Black  0.30   0.28   

        

White - Asian  0.32   0.31   

        

White - NHOPI  0.05   0.04   

        

Black - Asian  0.03   0.04   

        

Asian - NHOPI  0.04   0.05   

        

American Indian/Alaska Native - White  2.82   0.38   

        

American Indian/Alaska Native - Black 0.15   0.06   

        

        

Notes:  Only biracial groups totaling over 100,000 in 2000 are included;  

        

   U.S. population in 2000 totaled 281,421,906.      

        

Source: Table 4; U.S. Census Bureau 1993, 2001.        

 


