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INTRODUCTIC

The growth of the United States population has
been sustained by immigratior. The flows from
the different areas of the world--Africa, turope,
Latin America, and Asia--have led to a population
that is diverse in race, language, national
origin, and ethnicity. Throughout our Nation's
Nistory, tnere has ceen a great deal of interest
1n the composition of the population, but there
has been little consensus about defining ethnic
groups in censuses or surveys.

The ceteEmination of size and characteristics
of ancestry¢ grougs in the United States has been
complicated by problems not innerent in other
types of data. Variables such as occupation and
marital status have their own definitional prob-
lems, but respondents are guided by societal
standards and by orevious census and survey ex-
periences., Use of ancestry data is more diffi-
cult because of the lack of clear-cyt defini-
tions, changing terminologies, poor reliability,
and lack of knowiedge of the degree of affilia-
tion with a group or groups. Although indirect
measures such as own birthplace, parental pirth-
place, and mother %ongue help estimate ethnicity
because they are less susceptible to changes in
reporting opetween censuses, a direct question on
ancestry can provide more complete information
about the size and characteristics of a group.

This paper is one of a series of reports
investigating the guality and completeness of
data gathered bv Zne new ancestry question that
was as<ed ‘n the Census 3ureau November 1979
Current Population Survey (CPS) and the 1980
decennial census. The paper has two aims: first,
data from the Novemper 1979 CPS are analyzed to
illustrate how the definition of an ancestry
group influences estimates of its size and char-
acteristics. Second, the ancestries reported in
the Novemser 1379 CPS are compared with those in
the decennial census taken S months later to test
for reliability of ancestry reporting.

tthnic ldentification: Previous Caensuses

Untii 1sel, U.S. censuses asked three types of
questions to describe the cultural or geographic
origins of the population., First, data about
race have peen obtained in all decennial cen-
suses. Second, a question about birthplace has
been included in the decennial censuses since
1850, allowing determination of immigrants'
countries of birth, Beginming in 1870, the
decennial censuses asked respondents about both
own birthplace and parental birtnplaces. Third,
censuses have included a question about mother
tongue, ability to speak English, or use of
tanguages other than English. Questions of this
type were first asked in 1820, but tabulations
concerning foreign mother tonque date from 1910,

Depending on the criteria selected, these
variables can give indirect estimates of the size
of ancestry groups. Because the number of first-
and second-generation Americans declined between
1930 and 1970, gquestions about place of dbirth of

parents and mother tonque were dropped from tne
1980 census, so the foreign stock (first- ana
second-generation) population cannot be caicu-
lated. In 1980, a more direct measure was
needed for estimating the size and characteris-
tics of ancestry groups.

Ethnic Identification: 1980 Census and Novemoer
1979 CPS

In the 1980 census, respondents were asked a
direct ethnic question, that is, “What is ...'s
ancestry?" The ancestry item was based on seif-
jdentification. To determine how the results
from the 1980 census questions compared with
those used in previous censuses, both direct and
indirect responses to ethnic identification were
obtained by the Bureau of the Census in a spe-
cial ethnic supplement to the monthly Current
Population Survey (CPS) in November 1979.

The special ethnic supplement was designed
to provide users with 3 basic set of data on
ethnicity, which would serve as a bridge between
the 1970 and 1980 censuses. Items in the survey
included ancestry, country of birth of the indi-
vidual and parents, citizenship, year of immi-
gration, mother tongue, current language spoken
in the home, and ability to speak English,

The ancestry question in the Novemoer 1379
survey was worded the same as in the 1980 census.
Some individuals in the survey reported a single
ancestry group; others reported more than one
group. All single- and double-ancestry responses
were coded. In addition, 17 triple-origin ances-
tries expected to be frequently reported were
coded, while only the first two reported ances-
tries were coded for all other responses of tnree
or more ancestries. Since persons who reported
muitiple ancestries were included in more than
one group, the sum of ancestries reported was
greater than the tota! nopulation. Persons
reporting "German-Engiisn,” for exampie, were
tabulated in both the German and English categor-
ies.

Although ancestry in 1979 was based on self-
identification, selection was not completeiy inde-
pendent since enumerators were instructed to prod
respondents for a specific ancestry if the
response was a religion, “American,” or general,
such as “European.” When such responses were
given, interviewers were instructed to explain
that ancestry refers to the specific origin or
nationality of the person or his or her ances-
tors before their arrival in the United States,
However, {f the respondent still reported
“American” or a religion, then that response was
accepted. About 14 million persons (approxi-
mately 6 percent of the total) provided a re-
sponse of “American” or “United States," while
0.1 percent specified a religion or unclassifia-
bla response and 11 percent did not report any
ancestry. In the 1979 CPS, persons who cailed
themselves "hyphenated” Americans such as
“Swedish-American” were tabulated according to
the ancestry that was not American., Also, those




who specifiea both an ancestry and a religion
were tabulatea oy the ancestry oniy,

DIRECT AND INDIRECT DEFINITIONS OF ETHNICITY

The ancestry question, a direct measure of
ethnicity, appears to be a substantial improve-
ment over previous indirect measures (place of
birth of persons and parents and language) for
identifying etnnic groups. First, a major advan-
tage of the new ancestry question is that it
allows identification of the ethnicity of all
persons, not just persons who would be classi-
fied on the pasis of their own birthplace or
birthplaces of their parents. Second, unlike
birthplace, ethnicity provides data on the indi-
vidual's own perception of ethnic identification.
Third, the ancestry question is much more infor-
mative than the language inquiries.

The November 1979 CPS also permits the divi-
sion of a particular ancestry group into first-
generation immigrants, second-generation immi-
grants, and higher-order generations--that is,
people wno were born in the United States and
who had both parents born here,

To analyze information provided by the ances-
try question, correspondence between ancestries
and countries was established. (See Levin and
Farley, 1982 for a more complete description of
the procedure,) For example, Korea was the
appropriate country of birth for Kcrean ancestry.
Puerto Rico was the appropriate place of birth
for Puerto Rican ancestry. (For the purposes of
this paper only, Puerto Rico birthplace was con-
sidered foreign.) Some ancestries were associ-
ated with two or more countries; for example,
Belgian and the Netherlands both correspond to
Dutch ancestry. Other ancestries, such as West
Indian or Slavic, were associated with a number
of countries of birtn,

A1l persons who reported a given ancestry were
classified by place of birth. If they were born
in a “"corresponding” country, they were first-
generation immigrants to the United States. For
instance, persons who claimed Jamaican ancestry
and who were born on that island were identified
as first-generation Jamaicans.

Persons who were not born in a country asso-
ciated with treir ancestry but had one or 50th
parents dborn there, were classified as second-
generation immigrants, For example, an American-
born person who reported as Jtaiian and whose
father was born in [taly became a second-genera-
tion Italian. Those persons whose birthplace or
parents' birtnplace did not agree with their
ancestry were classified as third or later genera-
tions., For exarpie, persons who ciaimed Chinese
ancestry and who were born in the United States
and had parents born in Canada, were classified
as third or later generation. One limitation of
the classification system is that second-genera-
tion immigrants whose parents were not born in a
country associated with the ancestry reported
wﬁre included in the third and subsequent genera-
tions.

Table 1 presents a list of selected ancestry
groups (singie and multiple ancestries comoined)
with more than 100,000 persons. The first column
shows the total number of people wno reported a
particular ancestry in the 1979 survey. Also,
this table displays the distribution of the
ancestry groups by generation; data refer to all

persons who reported an ancestry whether singie
or multiple. The last column in Tanla 1 indi-
cates the proportion of thirc and later genera-
tion persons wno gave muitiple responses to tre
ancestry question. The groups in Table 1 are
arrangea in descending order >y the prosortion
wno were in the thirag or later generations.
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The first panel of data in Table 1 shows
that about 40 million persons reported English
as their ancestry. Only 640,000 of these per-
sons (1.6 percent of the total) were actually
barn in England, while another 1,6 miilion per-
sons (4.0 percent of the total) had one or both
parents barn in England. About 94 percent of
the English ancestry persons were third or subse~
quent generations. The groups listed close to
English in this table are very similar in terms
of their generational distribution.

By the fourth block of data, groups are shown
that have less than one-half in the third or sub-
sequent generations. Less than one-half the
Mexicans, for example, were born in Mexico or had
ane or both parents born in Mexico. Other groups,
such as Jamaican, lranian, and Korean, have very
few persons in the third and subsequent genera-
tions.

The data in Table 1 1llustrate the advantages
of the ancestry question. [nformation about a
person's birthplace and parental birthplaces
would only ifdentify part of the major ethnic
groups. Seven percent or less of the people who
actually reported African, Irish, Dutch, Scottisn,
Welsh, English, French, Scandinavian, and Serman
would be classified in those groups in 1979 if




only birthplace questions were asked. Thus, the
ancestry question orovides a more complete mea-
surement for identifying these groups, especially
for those whose forepears came to the United
States in the nineteenth or early twentieth cen-
turies. On tnhe otner hand, this question is no
rmore advantagecus znan the birthplace questions
for identifying some of the groups that are
recent arrivals, sucn as Iranian, Cuban,
Vietnamese, or Korean. In these instances,
ancestry measures little more than the first and
second generation,

The last colunn of Table 1, showing the propor-
tion of third ana subsequent generations who
claimed muitiple ancestries also may illustrate
the relative levels of intermarriage across
ethnic groups. in order to claim multiple ances-
try, in theory, a person's parents or earlfer
ancestors must have been of different ancestries.
In other words, in order to have a multiple ances-
try, a marriage of two single ancestries should
have occurred at some point., For some groups--
Asian Indian, for exampie--about half of the
persons born in the U.S, and whose parents were
both born in the U.S. claimed muitiple ancestries,
that is, Asian Indian and some other ancestry.

On the other hand, about 90 percent of the
native parentage Scottish persons claimed
multiple ancestries, while about 6 percent of
the Dominicans fell into this category. Many
Scottish persons have been marrying persons of
other ancestries for generations; apparently, few
third and later generation Dominicans have par-
ents who married outside the Dominican community,
S0 most who claimed to be Dominican reported a
single ancestry, Data files from the November
1979 C?S and the 1380 census will provide more

information needed to analyze patterns of ethnic
intermarriage.

SiZE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF ETHNIC GROUPS

The generational classification within groups
was usad to analyze the size and characteristics
of the diverse ancestry groups. As stated in
the previous section, the generations were
defined as (1) first generation of a particular
ancestry being those whose own birthplace agreed
with their ancestry, (2) szcond gemgraticn being
those whose own birtnplace did not zgree, but
wno had one or both parents with a birthplace
which did agree, and, (3) third or later genera-
tions being those whose own birthplace and whose
parents' pirthplaces aid not agree with their
chosen ancestry.3

Table 2 shows the different rankings of se-
lected ancestry groups by generation. For total
ancestry (single and muitipie combined), all
groups are European except for Mexican, and the
order roughly reflects the peak periods of immi-
gration., German, Irish, and English, among the
earliest arrivals in the U.S5., lead the list and
are much larger than any of the other groups.
When looking only at third and subsequent gener-
ation persons, the order is somewhat similfar to
the total. However, the major differences are
that Mexican drops out of the top 10, and
Norwegian which is the llth largest total ances-
try group is included. Hence, for third and

subsequent generations, all of the largest groups
are turopean.
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1f the traditional questions on birthplace
were used, only 5 of the birthplaces--[taly,
Germany, England, Poland, and Mexico--correspond-
ing to the top 10 total ancestry groups appear
in the list for first or second generation. Fur-
thermore, Mexican, wnich is ranked ninth among
total ancestry groups, tops the list for first
generation with almost 2 million persons born in
Mexico who reported Mexican ancestry. Greeks,
Cubans, Chinese, and Filipino who have a substan-
tial number of more recent immigrants, are in
the 1ist of first generation immigrants, but
not in the top 10 in the second generation,

1f the second generation were used as the rea-
sure of ancestry, all groups except Outch and
Scottish of the top 10 total ancestry groups
would be included, and Russian (12th on the total
ancestry list) and Puerto Rican (18th) would
also be added. Several groups--Irish, Russian,
French, and Swedish--in the top 10 of the second
generation, were not among the first generation
1ist.

The numbers for both first- and second-genera-
tion ancestries shown in Table 2 are very smail
compared to those for the third and subsequent
generations; thus, if the birthplace definitions
were used instead of the ancestry designation,
the selective ranking of the groups by population
size would be very different.

Tables 3 and 4 show a non-random sample of
14 ancestry groups. These tables are used to
determine how differentiating by generation
affects the characteristics of various groups.

In Table 3, for example, Polish had a median age
of 59 years for persons in the second generation;
the median for all persons reporting Polish
ancestry was 28 years. Some groups, such as
Russian and Swedisnh, had extraordinarily high
median ages in the first generation, reflecting
the decline of immigration after the turn of the
century. Other groups, such as Mexican, had

lower median ages, reflecting their continued
immigration.
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However, the median age for those in the
first generation was generally higner than that
for total ancestry groups. By the second generae
tion, there was less consistency, The median
ages of the second generation were above the
median for total ancestry groups for the oider
fmmlgrant groups; on the other hang, the median
s very low for some second-generation groups--
specifically, Cuban, Filipino, and Jamaican.

Table 4 shows the distribution of three
variables--proportion in central cities, propor-
tion high school graduates, and median household
income==for each of the 14 selected ancestry
groups, divided by generation.

The immigration trends to this country can
be seen in going from left to right across the
table; the older immigrant groups are on the
left, jroups with large numbers of new immigrants
are right. Given the low median ages of some of
the groups, it seems likely that the proportions

of the groups in the chart will change over
time.

The data snhow considerable variation by gen-
eration. For some groups, such as Italian,
Swedish, and Mexican, the proportion of high
school graduates and the median income of house-
holds were lower among the first generation than
for all persons in the ancestry group. On the
other hand, this pattern was not evident for
grouns such as Chinese, Cuban, and Lebanese,
which have large numbers cf recent immigrants.

A previous paper [see Levin and Farley 1982)
discussed a classification scheme for determining
ethnic groups using cifferent criteria, namely,
respondent's birthplace, father's birtnplace,
mother's birthplace, current language, and mother
tongue. From these 5 variables, 31 compinations
were formed, e.g., birthplace only, pirthplace
and mother's birthplace, etc. A 32nd category
was used when none of the variables agreed with
the ancestry a person reported. Of the 32
different ways of identifying ethnic groups,
combinations with more than 49,000 persons were
used in this paper to do a more detailed
analysis of the variations in characteristics.

Tables 5a and 5b show selected characteris-
tics for persons who reported German or Mexican
as their ancestry (either single or in combi-
nation with another response). About 2 million
persons of German ancestry reported German as
mother tongue (language spoken as a child);
however, none reported German as current language,
or Germany as their own or their parents'
birthplace. They constituted about 5 percent of
all Germans in the CPS. Their median age was
52 years, much higher than the 27 years for all
persons reporting German ancestry., About
44 percent of those with German ancestry and
mother tongue lived in central cities; 14 percent
were college graduates; and their median family
income was about $17.400.4
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About 3.3 million persons of German ancestry
were included in the first- and second-generation
category. The median age of 56 years was also
much higher than that for all persons of German
ancestry (27 years). The proportion of college
graduates (12 percent) and median income
{($14,900) was lower than that for the total ances-
try group (15 percent and $17,900, respectively).

For Germans, in fact, most variables, alone
or in combination with the others, were not very
representative of the demographic and socio-
economic variables of the total German ancestry
group. Of course, only 12 percent of the persons
agreed with any of the 5 criteria. Conversely.'
the majority of Germans (88 percent) claimed tris
ancestry but did not identify as German by any
language or birthplace questions. The analysis



of the data clearly demonstrates that birthplace
and nativity do not substitute for ancestry as
far as Germans are concerned,
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The other panel of data shows that Mexicans
differ somewhat from Germans. Only about
18 percent of persons of Mexican ancestry are
classified as Mexican solely because of their
response to the ancestry guestion compared to
88 percent for German. In 1979, about one-
fourth of those who said they were Mexican ances-
try were born in that country, had both parents
born in that country and reported Spanish as
both a mother tongue and current language (i.e.,
identified on all five different variadies).

For Mexicans, as for Germans, the social
and economic levels also vary substantially by
the criteria, Among persons of Mexican ancestry,
the average age was lower among those whose only
identification with the group was througn their
ancestry claim, compared to the total ancestry
group. For Germans, the first and second gener-
ations had a median age above and an income
level lower than all persons of the ancestry
group. Among Mexicans, however, only first-
generation immigrants were similar to the Germans,
whereas among the second generation, the median
age was lower and the median income higher than
those of all Mexican ancestry persons.

The data as discussed from Tables 3, 4, Sa,
and 5b show that the different definitions of
ethnicity result in varying size and characteris-
tics of the ethnic groups. Groups based on
either the generational classification or the var-
tous criteria based on birthplace and langquage
are generally not representative of the total an-

cestry group, as derived from the direct ancestry
question,

ANCESTRY DATA IN THE 1979 CPS AND THE 1980 CENSUS

Since both the November 1979 CPS and the 1980
census used essentially the same open-ended type
of ancestry question, the two data sources should
permit a test of the reliability of ancestry re-
porting over time; that is, will people respond
consistently for ancestry from survey to survey
or censuses? In a preliminary evaluation of

ancestry reporting, data from the 1980 census
were compared with estimates from tne hovemper
1979 CPS.

Comparison of the 1980 census and the CPS
ancestry data showed that the census had a sub-
stantially lower proportion (31 percent) of the
total population reporting a muitiple ancestry
than in the CPS (38 percent), However, the pro-
portions of persons (1) providing at least one
specific ancestry, (2) responding “American," or
(3) not responding to the ancestry question were
consistent between the sources (Table 6.
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Some of the factors affecting differences
in ancestry estimates between the census and the
CPS were:

1. The CPS estimates were based on popuia-
tion controls from the 1970 census that were
updated for changes since then.. The 1979 CPS
assumed a civilian non-institutional population
of 216.6 million, while the 1980 census actually
counted a total population of 226.5 million.

2. The CPS and the 1980 census used differ-
ent procedures for collecting and processing the
data: The information in the CPS was optained
through telephone or personal interview, while
the 1380 census was conducted primarily through
seif-enumeration in which questionnaires were
mailed to householders who were asked to fill in
the required information. The personal interview
of the CPS may have aided respondents in report-
ing ancestries more fully and may account for
the greater Trequency of multiple ancestry
reports.

3, Fewer codes in 1979 than in 1980 were ysed
because the the sample was fairly small and costs
were very high for coding the large number of
possible ancestry responses. For example,
Croatian, Armenian, Hawaiian, Slovene, Syrian,
and Serbian did not have unique codes in 1979,
so did not appear separately,

Table 7 compares 1980 census and 1979 CPS
estimates for the ancestry groups (single and
myitiple combined) with more than 100,000 persons
in 1980,

The hypothesis that these different estimates
were congruent was tested; congruence occurred
when similar proportions of the total population
gave the same specific ancestry response in 1979
and 1980, Specifically, the hypothesis that the
1979 and 1980 estimates were two samples drawn
from one population with a common proportion
giving a desfgnated ancestry report was tested.5
If the two sample estimates were close or identi-
cal, the hypothesis was rejected using the .05
level of significance. In Table 7, those cases




in which there was no evidence that the two sam-
ple estimates were drawn from different poou-
lations are marked with an asterisk. In ali
other cases, sampling cannot account for the
differences between 1979 and 1980 data. For
more details on sampiing variability for 1973
and 1980 data, see reports cited in footnote 5.
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Only 15 of the 50 ancestry groups in Table 7
showed no statistical difference between the 1979
and 1960 estimates. Most of the 15 groups, for
example, Greek, Filipino, Cuban, and Dominican,
are those which have been experiencing large
influxes of immigrants. Since large numbers of
these people recently arrived in the United
States, they may be very cognizant of their
ethnicity and consistent in their reporting,

A higher degree of congruence between the 1979
and 1980 estimates is found among the single
ancestry groups than among the muitiple. That
is, for 24 of the 50 single ancestries, the sam-
ple estimates from the CPS and the census do not
appear to be drawn from different populations;
oider groups such as Germans, Irish, and French,
as well as some Latin American and Asian groups,
having increased immi?ration flows after the 1965
changes in admission laws, show consistent report-
ing by single response.

The proportion with multiple reports was
lower in the census than in the CPS for 30 of the
groups in Table 7. However, for 19 of the groups,
the proportion reporting a multipie ancestry wgs
not signficantly different in the two samples.

The statistical analysis of Table 7 suggests
there is a relatively higher degree of correspon-
dence between the 1979 and 1980 sample for some
groups (15 of S0 ancestry groups showed no statis-
tical difference). The degree of correspondence
was higher among single reporting than multiple
reporting,- As noted previously, differences
between the CPS and census were expected due to
differences in the censuses, processing, etc.

However, for a few groups, the differences are
larger than one might expect, allowing for tne
the factors noted above. Since replicability
petween censuses is needed if ancestry is to be
used as a reliable indicator of ethnic background,
it is important to understand why the census=-CPS
correspondence was SO low for these few groups.

The group that was affected most in absolute
numbers by the changes in procedures was English,
which gained 10 million respondents, gaining
about 12 million in the single reports, while
losing about 2.7 million in the muitiple cate-
gory. The proportion reporting English rose
from about 18 percent in November 1979, to 22
percent in April of the following year. Other
parts of the British 1sles were affected in the
opposite direction, with Irish losing 3 million
(about 2 percent), Scottish losing 4 million and
Welsh 1 million, The sum of these losses almost
completely compensated for the increase in
English. Several aspects of the results of these
changes can be seen in the ancestry reporting.
For example, it is becoming clear that respon-
dents in the census did not respond in the
same way when not conversing with and receiving
proding from an enumerator. Multiple ancestry
categories, particularly other parts of Great
8ritain and Ireland, seem to have dropped when
self-enumeration was used with the ancestry ques-
tion in the census.

The 1980 census questionnaire design may have
contributed to the differences in ancestry
reporting for English. The prominence of the
term “English" in the census question on language
(which immediately preceded the ancestry ques-
tion), and the listing of "Englisn” as the second
example in the ancestry question may have influ-
enced respondents to report a single entry of
English,

It is very difficult to interpret these
results in the aggregate, partly because individ-
dual responses cannot be verified, but also
because persons who respond with a multiple
ancestry were counted more than once. Persons
responding with triple ancestries in 1979 and
with a single response in 1980 affected the 1980
count considerably.

The real test of the reliability of ancestry
reporting will come when the same procedures are
used again, either in another CPS, or in the
1990 census.

CONCLUSION

The 1980 census ancestry question appears to
be a substantial improvement over previous inqui-
ries. First, it provides more complete informa-
tion about all individuals--not just those who
were born abroad or those who had foreign-born
parents. This paper has shown that the tradi-
tional birthplace questions would identify no
no more than a small fraction of those persons
who claimed English, Irish, or German ancestry.

Second, this new question minimizes confusion
between birthplace and ancestry, That is, if an
Italtan origin family lived {n Argentina for two
generations prior to moving to the United States,
a question about birthplace would be answered
Argentina, while the same individual might reply
Italian to the ancestry question.

Third, the ancestry question is much more in-
formative than the language inguiries. Ancestry,




