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Background

 Growing racial/ethnic diversity in U.S. population

- 1960: 88% white

- 2010: 72% white



Background

 Growing diversity among Whites.

 Defined: 

“….persons who trace their ancestries to 

any of the original peoples of Europe, the 

Middle East, or North Africa.” 

 104 white ancestries in U.S. Census

– 1980: 55% of total U.S. population 

German, Irish, English

– 2010: dropped to 23%



Significance

 Despite diversity, aggregated white category is typically 

used as the reference group.

 May produce inaccurate estimates of racial/ethnic 

disparities.

 May obscure the health needs of underserved white 

populations (e.g., Appalachians, Arabs).



Project Objectives

1. Provide a review of key issues related to disaggregating 

health data among non-Hispanic whites. 

2. Identify opportunities and challenges for data 

disaggregation.  

3. Offer recommendations for overcoming obstacles.



Methods

1. Comprehensive review of existing research.
 90% of 307 articles used whites as reference group.

 10% focus on specific groups (e.g. Italian, Arab).

Is the composite category adequate for 
describing the experiences of whites?

2. Statistical analysis of U.S. Census data
 Identified all ancestry groups classified as non-

Hispanic white.

 Examined diversity in their demographic and health 
profiles.



Findings (2010-14 ACS)

227 ancestry codes

- 104 groups 66%    

non-Hispanic white

- 82 groups 90% white



Findings



Key Findings

1. Changes in research and policy have resulted in varying 

levels of progress in disaggregating Asian, Hispanic, 

and Black populations.

2. Progress on non-Hispanic whites is limited/nonexistent 

despite changes in the ethnic composition of this group. 

3. These changes are being driven by national origin 

immigrant groups that are more diverse than their 

European predecessors.



Challenges

1. Group identification

 U.S. census (Egypt vs. Arab; % white cut point)

 Other sources (e.g., NHIS) 

2. Sample sizes

3. Methodological expertise

 Ancestry data with race/ethnicity

 Accessing restricted data



Conclusions

1. Aggregate category masks diversity among whites.

2. More training and better guidelines are needed for 

overcoming methodological and practical challenges in 

data disaggregation.

3. At minimum, encourage researchers to disaggregate 

foreign- and native-born whites to capture increasing 

diversity among this population due to immigration.   


