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Asian Americans are the fastest-growing group in the 
United States, increasing from 0.7 percent in 1970 to 
nearly 6 percent in 2016. the U.S. Census Bureau projects 
that by 2065, Asian Americans will constitute 14 percent of 
the U.S. population. Immigration is fueling this growth: 
China and India have passed Mexico as the top countries 
sending immigrants to the United States since 2013. today, 
two of three Asian Americans are foreign born—a figure 
that increases to nearly four of five among Asian American 
adults. the rise in numbers is accompanied by a rise in 
diversity: Asian Americans are the most diverse U.S. racial 
group, comprising twenty-four detailed origins with vastly 
different migration histories and socioeconomic profiles. 
In this article, we explain how the unique characteristics of 
Asian Americans affect their patterns of ethnic and racial 
self-identification, which, in turn, present challenges for 
accurately counting this population. We conclude by dis-
cussing policy ramifications of our findings, and explain 
why data disaggregation is a civil rights issue.
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U.S. Census Bureau projects that by 2065, Asian Americans will constitute about one 
of every seven U.S. residents, and Asian immigrants will compose the largest share 
(38 percent) of the foreign-born population. By contrast, Latino immigration is pro-
jected to drop to 31 percent of the total foreign-born. Since 2008, immigrants from 
Asia have made up the largest group of newcomers, and, since 2013, China and India 
have passed Mexico as the top sending countries for immigrants to the United States. 
the new face of U.S. immigration is Asian.

the rapid growth of Asian Americans, their majority foreign-born status, and 
tremendous socioeconomic diversity lead to unique patterns of ethnic and racial 
self-identification, which, in turn, present challenges to accurately counting this 
population. We discuss the best practices of counting Asian Americans, and pay 
particular attention to the significance of denoting national origin. Disaggregating 
the U.S. Asian population by national origin unveils the diverse experiences and 
outcomes among a group that is often perceived and studied as a monolith.

Comprising twenty-four detailed origins with vastly different migration histo-
ries, Asian Americans evince socioeconomic and political outcomes at both 
extremes of the spectrum, including educational attainment, median household 
income, health status, poverty levels, civic participation, and naturalization 
(foner 2010; Kao and tienda 1998; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Kibria 2003; Louie 2004; 
Min 2005; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Ramakrishnan et al. 2012; Ramakrishnan 
and Shah 2017; Wong 2018; Wong et al. 2011; Zhou and Bankston 1998). for 
example, Indians, Chinese, and Koreans attain higher levels of education than all 
other U.S. groups, including native-born whites (Lee and Zhou 2015). By con-
trast, Cambodian, Laotian, and hmong are less likely to complete high school 
than African Americans and Latinos: 40 percent of hmong Americans do not 
graduate from high school, and just 14 percent have a bachelor’s degree—half the 
national average (Ramakrishnan and Ahmad 2014).

While diversity is a hallmark of Asian Americans, it is too often eclipsed by the 
model minority trope, which frames Asian Americans as a homogeneous, high-
achieving group. Not only is this inaccurate, but it is also detrimental, particularly 
for Asian ethnic groups whose experiences and outcomes do not fit this narrative 
(fernández-Kelly 2016; hsin 2016; Jiménez 2016; Lee and Zhou 2016; tran 
2016). Without an accurate and detailed count of the size, growth, and diversity 
of the U.S. Asian-origin population, this narrative will endure, and disadvantaged 
Asian ethnic groups will continue to remain invisible. Consequently, Asian 
Americans who direly need resources to facilitate immigrant and second-generation 
integration and mobility will be excluded from public policies aimed to improve 
socioeconomic outcomes.

Janelle Wong is a professor of American studies and Asian American studies at the University 
of Maryland. She is author of Immigrants, evangelicals, and Politics in an era of Demographic 
Change (Russell Sage Foundation 2018) and Democracy’s Promise: Immigrants and American 
Civic Institutions (University of Michigan Press 2006), and coauthor of two books on Asian 
American politics.
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We begin this article by highlighting the unique characteristics of the Asian 
American population. Second, we explain why Asian Americans are more likely 
to identify by national origin or ethnicity than by race. for example, we explain 
why an individual of Korean, Indian, or Chinese origin is more likely to identify 
as Korean, Indian, or Chinese, respectively, than they are to identify as Asian or 
Asian American on the U.S. census. third, we underscore the linguistic diversity 
of U.S. Asians, and unveil surprisingly high rates of limited english proficiency 
(LeP) and linguistic isolation, which can lead to undercounting the Asian 
American population. fourth, we show how different methods of measuring 
ethnicity and race by the U.S. census affect the accuracy of counting this diverse 
population. We close by explaining why accurately counting Asian Americans—
including counting by national origin—is essential to the equitable allocation of 
federal, state, and local funding for America’s fastest growing, most diverse 
group.

Unique Asian American Characteristics

three distinguishing features of the Asian-origin population are germane for 
considering how to best count Asian Americans, including improving ethnic, 
racial, and immigration statistics by the 2020 U.S. Census. first, unlike other 
U.S. racial groups, most Asian Americans are foreign born; two out of every three 
were born outside the United States—a figure that jumps to nearly four in five 
among Asian American adults. Second, immigration continues to be the pri-
mary driver of Asian American growth, with 61 percent of the population 
increase due to international migration, compared to only 22 percent for 
Latinos. third, their majority foreign-born status coupled with their diversity—
with respect to national origin, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and english lan-
guage proficiency—affect patterns of ethnic and racial identification differently 
from other U.S. groups.

Asian Americans are more likely to identify by national origin than by race

Surveys consistently show that Asian Americans are significantly more likely to 
identify with their national origin than their race. for example, in the 2000–2001 
Pilot National Asian American Politics Survey, two-thirds of respondents identi-
fied with national origin, while only about one-fifth self-identified as Asian or 
Asian American (Lien, Conway, and Wong 2003). Similarly, data from the 2008 
National Asian American Survey (NAAS)—a nationally representative academic 
survey of Asian Americans—indicate that about 75 percent identified with an 
ethnic group, while 33 percent identified as Asian or Asian American (Wong  
et al. 2011). Results from the 2012 NAAS showed even higher rates of national 
origin identification at 84 percent, compared to 19 percent who identified by 
their race. Both the 2008 and 2012 NAAS allowed respondents to self-identify 
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with more than one category including Asian and Asian American, as well as by 
ethnic group (e.g., Chinese and Chinese American).

finally, surveys that ask respondents to self-identify into mutually exclusive 
categories such as “Chinese/Chinese American” or “Asian/Asian American” also 
reveal the primacy of national origin over race: the 2012 Pew Survey of Asian 
Americans found that only 19 percent self-identified as Asian or Asian Americans, 
while the 2016 NAAS found that 21 percent self-identified with either of these 
panethnic labels. thus, regardless of the survey and its question format, a clear 
picture emerges: Asian Americans are far more likely to identify with their 
national origin than with a panethnic racial label of Asian or Asian American.

Diversity among Asian Americans

that Asian Americans are more likely to identify by national origin than by race 
can be explained by two factors. first, the foreign born are more likely to identify by 
national origin or ethnicity than by race than native-born Americans (see also 
Imoagene 2017; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Waters 1999). What 
makes this especially germane for Asian Americans is that two-thirds are immigrants. 
Consequently, it comes as little surprise that Asian Americans (especially Asian immi-
grant adults) are less likely to identify with a U.S. racial category, and are significantly 
more likely to identify by ethnicity or national origin.

Second, Asian Americans are the most diverse racial group in the United 
States with respect to national origin, migration history, and socioeconomic and 
political status. While some arrive as poorly educated refugees from war-torn 
countries, others migrate through employer sponsored h-1B visas. the differ-
ences in migration histories manifest in socioeconomic outcomes at the extremes 
with respect to educational attainment, poverty levels, median household 
income, and political participation. for example, 72 percent of Asian Indians and 
53 percent of Chinese hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, yet less than 15 percent 
of Cambodian, Laotian, and hmong can claim the same, as figure 1 shows. In 
fact, the latter groups are much less likely than African Americans or Latinos to 
have high school degrees.

Asian Americans are also diverse with respect to immigrant status. About one 
in seven Asian immigrants is undocumented, and Asians now far outpace 
Mexicans and other Latinos with respect to the growth of undocumented immi-
grants (Ramakrishnan and Shah 2017). thus, the diversity in national origins, 
migration histories, and socioeconomic and citizenship statuses further impede 
panethnic racial identification among Asian Americans (see also Alba, Jiménez, 
and Marrow 2014; Mora 2014; Okamoto and Mora 2014; Wimmer 2008).

Linguistic diversity, LEP, and linguistic isolation

Yet another hallmark of the Asian American population is its linguistic diver-
sity and limited english language proficiency (LeP). the latter is relevant both 
because english language proficiency is significantly related to life outcomes 
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(such as earnings, occupational status, social mobility, quality of health care, 
health outcomes, and the ability to participate in civic and political life), and 
because LeP has implications for how to most accurately count this population. 
In fact, Asian Americans have the highest rates of LeP of all U.S. racial groups. 
As figure 2 shows, LeP rates vary by detailed origin among Asian American 
groups, ranging from a high of 77 and 78 percent among Burmese and Bhutanese, 
respectively, to a low of 27 percent for Asian Indians.

the Census Bureau categorizes someone as having LeP if they speak a lan-
guage other than english at home and they speak english “less than very well.” 
Using this definition, 35 percent of the Asian population has LeP—with 4 
percent not speaking english at all, 12 percent speaking english “not well,” and 
19 percent speaking english “well” but short of “very well.” the overall LeP 
figures among Asian Americans are on par with LeP rates among Latinos. Not 
surprisingly, nativity bears a strong relationship to english proficiency, as only 
9 percent of the native-born “Asian alone” population has LeP, while the com-
parable figure for the foreign-born “Asian alone” population reaches 47 
percent.2

Compared with other racial groups, Asian Americans also exhibit the highest 
proportion of residents who speak a language other than english at home. More 
than three-quarters (77 percent) of the Asian alone population speaks a language 
other than english at home, a figure that drops to 70 percent when we include 
Asian “alone or in combination with other races.” By comparison, 75 percent of 
Latinos speak a non-english language at home, as do 43 percent of Native 
hawaiians and Pacific Islanders (NhPIs), and 28 percent of American Indians 
and Alaska Natives.

fIgURe 1
Bachelor’s Degree or Higher among Asian Americans by Detailed Origin

SOURCe: 2015 American Community Survey microdata.
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In addition to english proficiency at the individual level, the Census Bureau 
also measures the extent to which households are linguistically isolated—meaning 
that there is no one in the household who is 14 years or older who speaks english 
exclusively or “very well.” About one in every five Asian American households is 
linguistically isolated. this proportion is similar to the linguistic isolation among 
hispanic or Latino households, and considerably higher than the proportion of 
NhPI households, at 6 percent, and white households at 4 percent.

Summing up, Asian Americans are significantly less likely to identify with a 
U.S. racial category than by their national origin. In addition, more than one-
third of Asian Americans is limited english proficient, and one in five Asian 
American households is linguistically isolated—features that exacerbate the lin-
guistic disadvantage for this racial group. Combined, these factors, along with 
their majority foreign-born status, present unique challenges to accurately count-
ing the U.S. Asian population.

Implications for Counting Asian Americans  
by the U.S. Census

the goals of the U.S. census are threefold regarding collecting data on race and 
ethnicity in 2020: (1) increase reporting, (2) lower nonresponse rates, and (3) 
increase detailed reporting to more accurately reflect reporting on race and eth-
nicity. to achieve these goals, the U.S. Census Bureau has tested questionnaire 
formats and designs since the decennial census of 2010. Of most interest and 
concern to Asian Americans is a potential change to the ways in which individuals 
will report detailed-origin groups (such as “Cambodian” or “Vietnamese”) under 

fIgURe 2
Limited English Proficiency among Asian Americans by Detailed Origin

SOURCe: 2015 American Community Survey microdata.
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the broader racial category of Asian. As part of their testing in 2010 and 2015, the 
census compared two options: a traditional format; and an alternative format.

the traditional format included a “check box” design, for which Asian 
Americans were offered a range of possible detailed origin groups to check off  
(see figure 3). this format is a continuation from 2000 and 2010.

By contrast, the alternative format includes a “write-in” design, offering only 
a panethnic racial label, with a write-in option to specify detailed origin (see 
figure 4). the alternative format was proposed as a way to provide more simplic-
ity and uniformity across racial groups.

Asian American researchers (including Lee, Ramakrishnan, and Wong) under-
scored in meetings with census officials that the primary goal of racial identifica-
tion in the U.S. census is to ensure the optimal allocation of resources based on 
dimensions of racial categories that are materially salient, such as educational 
attainment, poverty, and residential segregation. thus, for example, measure-
ment error in the number of whites who identify as Welsh in the United States is 
far less consequential than in the counts of Laotians, Cambodians, and hmong 
in particular cities and counties, where public investments in language assistance 
and other targeted programs are at stake. finally, as noted earlier, the uniformity 
of racial categories on census forms (and other government forms) is at odds with 
three primary goals of the U.S. census: increasing response rates, decreasing 
nonreponse rates, and increasing detailed reporting.

When the alternative question experiment was proposed, the presumption 
was that detailed-origin reporting among whites and blacks would increase 
because these groups had not been provided such an option before. It was not 
clear how much detailed-origin reporting among Asian Americans would be 

fIgURe 3
Traditional “Checkbox” Format for Capturing Asian Detailed Origin

SOURCe: U.S. Census.
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affected. Prior testing of a write-in strategy for Asian Americans found, how-
ever, declines in detailed-origin reporting related to factors such as LeP when 
only provided an open-ended write-in option to denote their national origin 
(Compton et al. 2013).

fIgURe 4
Alternative Format for Race and Ethnicity Reporting: Streamlined Write-In

SOURCe: U.S. Census.
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2010 Census Alternative Questionnaire Experiments (AQE) and 2015 
National Content Test (NCT)

two of the Census Bureau’s most recent tests—the 2010 Census Alternative 
Questionnaire experiments (AQe) and the 2015 National Content test (NCt)—
produced similar results for the U.S. Asian-origin population: Asian Americans 
are more likely to respond to (and provide national origin responses to) census 
questions when they are offered check boxes in combination with a write-in 
option (Jones and Bentley 2017; Mathews et al. 2017). furthermore, both experi-
ments confirmed that eliminating check boxes has clearly negative effects on 
detailed-origin reporting among the groups whose categories were removed. 
While alphabetizing examples used to illustrate Asian American detailed race 
groups without check boxes had little impact on response, removing a group from 
the list of examples significantly reduced reporting for that group.

Moreover, the alternative, streamlined format with write-in categories, yielded 
the lowest national origin reporting among Asian Americans of any format tested. 
the results from the 2010 AQe, for example, show wide variation in the rate of 
detailed reporting among Asian Americans from a high of 97.4 percent when 
Asian Americans are provided both check boxes for detailed origin as well as a 
write-in option, to a low of 92.6 percent when they are only provided a write-in 
option to denote detailed origin. While these differences in reporting may appear 
minimal at first glance, every percentage point of nonreporting represents the 
loss of data for close to 200,000 people. In addition, the combined question with 
detailed check boxes elicited the highest level of reporting for all racial groups 
tested, not just for Asian Americans.

finally, providing detailed origin check boxes with a write-in option produced 
the most consistency between self-reported race and ethnicity in re-interviews, 
and is also the most consistent way of comparing counts of the Asian American 
population from 2000 and 2010. Consistency is critical to measuring progress and 
change, especially among rapidly growing Asian subgroups. given these consid-
erations, our analyses support the recommendation made by the U.S. Census 
Bureau: the detailed checkbox format with a write-in option is the most optimal 
format for the 2020 Census (see Jones and Bentley 2017; Mathews et al. 2017).

Discussion and Conclusions

Because two-thirds of the Asian American population is foreign born—a figure 
that reaches four-fifths among adults—Asian Americans are more likely to iden-
tify by national origin or ethnicity than by the panethnic Asian U.S. racial cate-
gory. furthermore, given the socioeconomic and linguistic diversity, coupled with 
high rates of LeP and linguistic isolation, Asian Americans are more likely to 
complete a census form (or other government forms) when they are provided 
with check boxes to denote their national origin combined with a write-in option. 
Not only does the check box plus write-in option increase response rates, but it 
also decreases the likelihood of nonreporting among Asian Americans and 
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increases the likelihood of detailed reporting of national origins—the three main 
goals of the U.S. Census Bureau.

Collecting and reporting detailed national origin data among Asian Americans 
are critical for better designing federal policies and more equitably allocating 
federal resources, especially for members of disadvantaged Asian ethnic groups. 
for example, public hospitals in smaller-population counties would need a 
detailed count of their Asian populations to better understand the costs and ben-
efits of providing translation services in Vietnamese, Korean, and other Asian 
ethnic languages. Similarly, an accurate count by national origin is essential to get 
the appropriate language access under Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act, 
which ensures that all U.S. citizens may access ballots, materials, and information 
about elections in a language other than english if needed. this is especially 
important for Asian ethnic groups who have high rates of LeP and are linguisti-
cally isolated.

Data disaggregation is also essential to identify health, educational, and eco-
nomic disparities among Asian ethnic groups—a need reflected in California 
governor Jerry Brown’s signing of Assembly Bill (AB) 1726 into law on 
September 25, 2016. Spearheaded by Assembly member Rob Bonta (D-Oakland), 
AB 1726 directs the California Department of Public health to collect and report 
disaggregated data by national origin for Asian Americans, Native hawaiians, and 
Pacific Islanders on or after July 1, 2022. the University of California (UC) and 
California State University (CSU) have already agreed to voluntarily release dis-
aggregated data by ethnicity on admissions, enrollment, completion, and gradu-
ation rates, which highlight the extreme diversity among Asian American students 
on each of these measures.

Asian American community groups hailed AB 1726 as a civil rights victory 
because it will help to improve the overall health, educational, and economic 
outcomes of Asian Americans. By requiring the Department of Public health to 
disaggregate the data that it collects and reports on disease rates, health insur-
ance coverage rates, and birth and death rates, it will allow policy-makers and 
community organizations to make more informed decisions about how best to 
serve all Asian Americans. for example, some Asian ethnic groups are more sus-
ceptible to certain health risks than others: Vietnamese men and women experi-
ence the highest rates of lung cancer among all Asian American subgroups, while 
Asian Indians and Pakistanis experience the lowest. Japanese and Korean men 
and women experience some of the highest incidences of colorectal cancer 
rates—about three times as high as Asian Indians and Pakistanis, according to the 
American Cancer Society (2016). this type of disaggregated data is necessary to 
identify particular health risks among Asian subgroups.

In addition, through data disaggregation, we will better understand where to 
target resources for outreach programs on health care access, which also varies 
widely among Asian ethnic groups. While 13 percent of Asian Americans lack 
health insurance, the rate is much higher for Koreans at 20 percent, and less than 
half for Japanese at 6 percent (Shah and Ramakrishnan 2017). hence, disaggre-
gated data are critical for health intervention and the improvement of health 
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outcomes for Asian Americans, which can mean the difference between life and 
death.

Other groups, including advocates for black and Latino communities, have 
pressed the U.S. Census Bureau to collect detailed data on their groups as well, 
so that the needs of smaller ethnic groups become more visible. Whites, blacks, 
and Native Americans will have the option to write in their ethnicity in the 
upcoming 2020 census, enabling a more detailed count of these populations. 
therefore, Asian Americans are not alone in their call for the collection of 
detailed data, but they have been leaders in this policy area.

Laws such as California’s AB 1726 will provide critical data to ensure that 
public policy is responsive to all Asian Americans. this is especially important 
because the dominant narrative of Asian Americans is the model minority, which 
has resulted in the invisibility of disadvantaged Asian ethnic groups. It has also 
resulted in the exclusion of Asian Americans from policy debates and the denial 
of federal resources that are essential to immigrant and second-generation inte-
gration and mobility. the accuracy of counting Asian Americans—including 
detailed counting by national origin—is a civil rights issue; it is essential to the 
equitable allocation of federal, state, and local funding for America’s fastest-
growing, most diverse group.

Notes

1. the 2016 figure is “Asian alone” or in combination with one or more other races; see http://
factfinder.census.gov/bkmk/table/1.0/en/ACS/15_1YR/B02011.

2. the “Asian alone” population refers to those who mark only an Asian ethnic category on the U.S. 
census. It does not include those who mark an Asian ethnic category in combination with another race. 
gender differences also emerge in rates of LeP: at 48 percent, the LeP rate is slightly higher among first-
generation Asian immigrant women than among first-generation men, at 45 percent.
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