
Hidden Figures – Rethinking Race/Ethnicity Data 
Visualization 
Presented by the Center for Health Equity, "Hidden Figures" is a guest series focused on equitable data 
practices in public health.  The series spans a wide range of topics – from data and operations to public health 
practice, as well as broader debates, pressing controversies, emerging issues across science and society. 

 

 

1. Race/Ethnicity Data Visualization 
In public health, data are typically presented using a bar chart with 6 or 7 standard race and ethnicity 
categories (e.g., American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino, Native 
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, White, and sometimes “Multiracial” or “some other race”).  While the way race and 
ethnicity are collected may differ across data systems (i.e. the common two-question format), some version of 
this basic structure appears in nearly all public health reporting, from disease surveillance and vaccine 
coverage to service utilization and mortality statistics. 

Figure 1. Los Angeles County Population Estimates by Race/Ethnicity, 2020 (Mutually Exclusive and Exhaustive Approach) 

 
Source: County of Los Angeles, Internal Services Department, Information Technology Services, Geographic Information Systems Section. July 1, 2024, Population 
Estimates for Los Angeles County Tract-City and Countywide Statistical Area Splits by Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnicity. Prepared by Hedderson Demographic Services. Los 
Angeles, California (March 2025). 

It has long been a norm to present population data in terms of race/ethnicity.  This approach is grounded in a 
basic rationale that identifying inequities may reveal structural barriers, differential exposure to health risks, or 
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uneven access to services. Presenting data by race/ethnicity helps illuminate disparities and supports targeted 
planning and resource allocation.    

However, the typical race/ethnicity bar chart has important limitations, particularly in diverse regions: 

• Broad umbrella categories can mask meaningful differences in diverse jurisdictions. For example, in 
Los Angeles County, the category “Asian” includes nearly 1.5 million residents with widely varied 
cultural backgrounds, languages, and migration histories.  While convenient for data tabulation, such 
groupings may not offer the detail needed for community-specific program planning and hold even less 
meaning for members of the communities they are intended to represent. 

• People who identify with more than one race are often grouped into “Multiracial” or “Other.” Using 
catch-all categories simplifies the classification process but does not reflect how individuals understand 
their identities—and can diminish their representation in analyses and data products.  It may be that 
the only common thread among the people in this category is that they do not identify with one (and 
only one) of the six main race/ethnicity categories and, as a result, these categories have become de 
facto miscellaneous catch-all groupings that allow the total population tabulations to tally exhaustively.  

• Communities with smaller population sizes or higher proportions of multiracial members can be 
underrepresented in published reports. In practice, many reports present data only for White, Black, 
Asian, and Hispanic/Latino groups, leaving “smaller” communities, such as Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander and American Indian/Alaska Native, out of key visuals and summaries where visibility matters 
most.  Artificially depressing population size by excluding multiracial members of groups and assigning 
them to a generic multiracial category contributes to this practice, which erases not only the data 
representing millions of LA County residents, but also the groups to which they belong.   

• Externally Imposed group definitions create both ethical and practical problems.  Many communities 
define their membership in ways that include multiracial individuals as full members.  Imposing 
exclusive categories carries both the ethical ramifications of disregarding a person’s agency to self-
identify and a community’s agency to self-define.  Moreover, using exclusive group definitions can 
misrepresent the actual composition of those communities, which, in turn, can shape how needs are 
interpreted, priorities are set, and public health strategies are developed. 

Beyond highlighting health disparities, these practices influence who appears in public health data products 
and who may be left out.   

2. What Is Inclusive Data? 
“Inclusive data” refers to data collection, analysis, and presentation practices that recognize and reflect the full 
identities of individuals and communities. In the context of race and ethnicity, this describes several 
dimensions of data, including granular disaggregated categories, accurate and relevant groupings, and – the 
specific focus of this post – inclusion of multiracial population in each group they identify with, rather than 
forcing them into a single category.  

There are two common approaches to tabulating race/ethnicity data per the CDPH California Community 
Burden of Disease Engine:  



1. Mutually Exclusive and Exhaustive (MEE) Approach: The “common” approach often used at CDPH and 
elsewhere where race and ethnicity tabulation is based on a mutually exclusive and exhaustive 
sequential grouping where persons are classified first as whether they are “Latino/Hispanic” if their 
ethnicity is Latino/Hispanic, regardless of any information on race Next, if not “Latino/Hispanic,” and 
identifying as more than one race (except not counting “Other”) they are classified as “Multirace”; 
then finally if not “Multirace,” they are classified as a single race (e.g., Non-Hispanic White, Non-
Hispanic Black, etc.). 

2. Any [Inclusive/Any-Mention] Approach: Race is based on a race being noted alone, in combination 
with any other race, or in combination with Latino/Hispanic ethnicity. With this approach the 
groupings are not mutually exclusive—meaning persons identifying with more than one 
race and/or ethnicity would be included multiple times in such tables.i 

In practice, shifting from the “MEE” approach to the “inclusive “Any-Mention” approach does not change how 
data are collected—only how identities are represented in tables, charts, dashboards, and reports. This 
distinction affects how communities appear in public health data and how their needs are recognized. The 
basic principle behind the inclusive approach is that if someone identifies with a group, they are included in 
that group, regardless of what other groups of which they may or may not be a member.  This allows for 
individuals to be fully represented in the data and not recategorized into a generic multiracial group. 

3. Why Inclusive Data Matters 
Using and presenting data in ways that reflect multiracial identities is increasingly important. As the county and 
country become more diverse, the tools we use to analyze and communicate demographic information need 
to improve to stay relevant.  Public health reports are used not only by internal staff but also by community 
organizations, researchers, and the public who rightfully expect to see data in terms they can both understand 
and relate to. Our reports must keep pace with the norms of how the public understands racial, ethnic, and 
multiracial/intersectional identities.  Presenting data in ways that align with how communities understand 
themselves helps maintain clarity, relevance, and public trust. 

• LA County is becoming more multiracial. People reporting two or more races now make up nearly a 
quarter of the population in Los Angeles County, trailing only Latino and White among the largest race 
categories in the county. This mirrors national patterns, where the multiracial population has increased 
276% since 2010.ii As multiracial identity becomes more common, developing ways to meaningfully 
present these data is increasingly necessary.  

• Differences within racial groups can be important to understand. Presenting both single-race and any-
mention counts can help highlight differences between individuals who identify with one race and 
those who identify with multiple races within the same racial group. These differences may have 
implications for health outcomes, service needs, or community engagement and are worth examining.  

• Groups with small populations face erasure.  This is particularly relevant among indigenous 
communities that were subjected to genocidal colonial projects, such as Native Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islanders and American Indian/Alaska Natives.  “The conventional approach of reporting 1 multiracial 
category and listing only those who identify with a single race “alone” disproportionately affects 
Indigenous peoples who have managed to survive through generations of intermarriage after having 



their populations reduced to near extinction by disease and systematic violence.”iii  On the other hand, 
when multiracial members are counted only in a separate “Multiracial” category, the reported size of 
these communities can appear smaller than it actually is, affecting visibility and statistical stability. 
Thus, for these groups especially, using inclusive approaches can provide a fuller count of community 
members and strengthen statistical power.  In fact, inclusive data practices are widely deemed best 
practices by Indigenous and Pacific Islander advocates seeking to strengthen representation in public 
health data. 

4. Inclusive Race/Ethnicity Visualization and How It Works 
The figure below presents Los Angeles County population data using the inclusive “Any Mention” approach, 
which counts individuals in each racial or ethnic group they identify with.  

Figure 2. Los Angeles County Population Estimate by Race/Ethnicity, 2020 (Any Approach)  

 
Note: To keep the Alone and Multiracial portions visible, the “No Mention” section of each bar is proportionally truncated (displayed at 60% of its 
full length). The numerical labels reflect true proportions, even though the bars do not visually sum to scale. 

In this inclusive race/ethnicity visualization, each bar represents one group and shows the proportion of 
people who identify: 

• with that group alone 
• with that group in combination with one or more others 
• and the portion of the population who do not identify with that group 

This structure allows each group to be understood on its own terms, rather than only as one segment within a 
mutually exclusive set of categories. It reflects the full range of identities within each group, rather than 
placing multiracial individuals into a single, catch-all “Multiracial” category.  Moreover, by using a stacked chart 
within each category, it ensures that total counts add up to 100% of the population while also providing an 
accurate visual representation of multiracial population within each category. 

This approach also highlights meaningful differences between individuals who identify with a group alone and 
those who identify with that group alongside others—differences that may be relevant for understanding 
community composition, health outcomes, service utilization, or program engagement. It can also improve 

https://app.powerbigov.us/MobileRedirect.html?action=OpenReport&reportObjectId=ce41f11b-e843-497b-a51f-c239f5c27634&ctid=07597248-ea38-451b-8abe-a638eddbac81&reportPage=eb57b782030c22990905&pbi_source=copyvisualimage


visibility and count stability for communities with smaller population sizes or high proportions of multiracial 
members. 

5. Technical Notes – How the Visualization Was Constructed 
To demonstrate the method in practice, we applied it to 2020 Census Redistricting File (PL 94-171) data for Los 
Angeles County. Two tables were used: 

• P1 (Race): Provides counts of individuals identifying with each racial group alone and in all multiracial 
combinations but does not distinguish Hispanic/Latino ethnicity. 

• P2 (non-Hispanic or Latino by Race): Separates the population into Hispanic/Latino and non-Hispanic 
groups and provides race counts for the non-Hispanic population only. 

Using the two tables together allows Hispanic/Latino to be included as its own group alongside the six race 
groups, while preserving full details on race-alone and race-in-combination patterns. 

The sections below outline the process used to construct the dataset used to demonstrate this visualization. 

The resulting dataset supports the table shown below, where each racial or ethnic group is displayed as Alone, 
In Combination, or Any Mention (Alone + In Combination). Figure 2 is based on these values and shows, for 
each group, the share of the county population that identifies with the group alone, with the group plus one 
or more others, or not at all. 

Here is the excel document used to create the following matrix from the Census tables, and the steps involved 
to create the source tables are outlined below. 

Table 2. Population Counts and Proportions Shown for Each Racial or Ethnic Group (Inclusive_Race_Table_4). 

 
Alone* In Combination** Any 

Mention*** 

# %† 2 3 4 5 6 7 In Combo # In Combo %† # 

American Indian and 
Alaska Native 18,453 6% 186,862 75,044 41,723 5,033 726 89 309,477 94% 327,930 

Asian 1,474,237 87% 163,881 40,888 15,074 2,851 742 89 223,525 13% 1,697,762 

Black 760,689 81% 117,949 46,682 14,138 4,412 681 89 183,951 19% 944,640 

Hispanic/Latino 2,725,497 57% 904,251 1,109,785 58,685 5,730 726 89 2,079,266 43% 4,804,763 

Native Hawaiian and 
Other Pacific Islander 20,522 37% 20,308 10,542 3,154 905 297 89 35,295 63% 55,817 

Some Other Race 58,683 5% 56,135 1,064,020 53,340 5,125 621 89 1,179,330 95% 1,238,013 

White 2,563,609 56% 932,814 1,052,369 58,990 5,879 749 89 2,050,890 44% 4,614,499 

Total 7,621,690 76% 1,191,100 1,133,110 61,276 5,987 757 89 2,392,319 24% 10,014,009 

 
* Identified with this group only. 
** Identified with this group + others. 
*** Identified with this group in any way. 
† Percentages in the Alone and In Combination columns are row percentages calculated relative to the Any Mention value for each group (i.e., among all 
individuals who identify with the group in any way). 

https://data.census.gov/table/DECENNIALPL2020.P1?q=PL+94-171&g=050XX00US06037
https://data.census.gov/table/DECENNIALPL2020.P2?q=PL+94-171&g=050XX00US06037
https://lacounty.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/teams/DPHCenterforHealthEquity/Shared%20Documents/02.%20Data%20and%20Research/Public/RaceDatasetDemoC2020_PUBLIC.xlsx?d=w6cedc30fb8d64d87b8540c3ee01abf98&csf=1&web=1&e=qgIKAh&nav=MTVfezUxRTQyQTVBLTUwNkUtNDAxMC04Njg2LTM0QTg5ODJFNDgzQX0
https://lacounty.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/teams/DPHCenterforHealthEquity/Shared%20Documents/02.%20Data%20and%20Research/Public/RaceDatasetDemoC2020_PUBLIC.xlsx?d=w6cedc30fb8d64d87b8540c3ee01abf98&csf=1&web=1&e=qgIKAh&nav=MTVfezUxRTQyQTVBLTUwNkUtNDAxMC04Njg2LTM0QTg5ODJFNDgzQX0


Step 1. Reconcile Race and Ethnicity 
P1 provides total race counts, while P2 identifies how many of those individuals are non-Hispanic. By 
subtracting the non-Hispanic counts (P2) from the total counts (P1), we isolate the Hispanic/Latino portion of 
each race and race-combination group. 

Figure 3. Reconciliation_Calc_1 tab 

 

1. To extract the Hispanic/Latino from P1, data from both tables was copied into sheet Reconciliation_Calc_1.  
P1 is in column B and P2 is in column D.   

a. The non-Hispanic race values become the “true” single race populations. 
b. The non-Hispanic single race values (P2) are subtracted from the aggregated single race values (P1), 

the difference becomes 2 race (Hispanic/Latino + 1 other race category) 
i. The exception is the difference for Some Other Race becomes single race Hispanic/Latino in 

Column D 
2. The differences in columns E/F represent the same racial/ethnic combinations as columns C/D with the 

addition of Hispanic/Latino 
a. Column G tracks the number of categories in combination for columns E/F, which are one more 

than those for P1 or P2 
3. The combinations are color coded, with salmon =2, blue = 3, purple = 4, teal = 5, light green = 6, dark green 

= 7 

Note: Because many Hispanic/Latino respondents do not select an OMB race category, many appear in P1 as “Some Other Race” alone; this subset 
forms the Hispanic/Latino Alone group in the final dataset. Individuals who identify as Hispanic/Latino and one or more races are included in the In 
Combination categories. As a result, race-combination counts may include up to seven groups instead of six. 

https://lacounty.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/teams/DPHCenterforHealthEquity/Shared%20Documents/02.%20Data%20and%20Research/Public/racedatasetC2020_PUBLIC.xlsx?d=w6cedc30fb8d64d87b8540c3ee01abf98&csf=1&web=1&e=mdPytk&nav=MTVfezNENUQ0REVBLTQxOTAtNDJFQi1BM0RELUVCRDJERDI4NDVFM30


Figure 4. Append_Table_2 tab 

 

4. The tab Append_Table_2 appends the non-Hispanic columns C/D and Hispanic/Latino columns E/F from 
the Reconciliation_Calc_1 tab. 

a. Column A describes the combination of categories, column B tallies the population, and column C 
indicates the number of categories represented. 

b. Color codes from the previous tab are maintained, with a thick outline around the combinations 
that include Hispanic/Latino to show how the tables were consolidated 

Step 2. Identify “Alone” and “In Combination” Populations 
Once the reconciled dataset is assembled, each racial or ethnic group is separated into two parts: 

• Alone – individuals who identify with that group and no others 
• In Combination – individuals who identify with that group plus one or more additional groups 

This ensures that multiracial identity is reflected within each group rather than being placed into a single 
“Multiracial” category. 

Figure 5:  Race category sum formula (Category_Calc_3 tab) 

 

https://lacounty.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/teams/DPHCenterforHealthEquity/Shared%20Documents/02.%20Data%20and%20Research/Public/racedatasetC2020_PUBLIC.xlsx?d=w6cedc30fb8d64d87b8540c3ee01abf98&csf=1&web=1&e=s3qPIV&nav=MTVfe0ZFNkM5NzFFLTNCMkYtNDgyRi05ODZGLUFFNzgwRDQzMEZEOX0


1. The tab Category_Calc_3 reorganizes the table into a matrix, which allows each race category to be broken 
down by combination, as well as the regroupings of Alone, In Combination, and Any Mention 

a. This matrix is created by using a SUMIFS lookup function to tally each time the race category is 
mentioned in each of the combination rows.  For instance, cell H6 sums the population amount for 
rows in Combine_Table_2 that include “White” for each of the 2 race combinations.   

Step 3. Apply Fractional Allocation to Preserve Population Totals 
Individuals who identify with more than one group are included in each group they report. If each multiracial 
individual were counted as “1” in every group, the total population would be over-counted. 

Figure 6. Fractional total formula (Category_Calc_3 tab) 

 

To avoid this, multiracial individuals are counted proportionally (i.e., fractionally) across the groups they 
identify with. For example, a person who reports two racial identities contributes ½ to each of the two groups; 
someone who reports three identities contributes ⅓ to each group; and so on. When these fractional 
contributions are summed within each combination-size group (e.g., 2-race, 3-race), the total equals the 
number of people who reported that many racial identities. 

This preserves both the correct overall population total and the correct counts for each combination size, while 
Any Mention totals continue to reflect full counts of everyone who identifies with that group in any way. 

Step 4. Calculate Group Proportions for Presentation 
For each group, we calculated the share of the total population who: 

• Identify with the group Alone 
• Identify with the group In Combination (with one or more additional groups) 

(from which “Any Mention” = Alone + In Combination) 
• Do Not Identify with the group 

These proportions are used to compile Table 2 and ultimately the inclusive race/ethnicity visualization in Figure 
2, allowing each group to be viewed independently and making multiracial identity visible within each group. 

This structure improves visibility for groups with high rates of multiracial identity, provides more accurate and 
stable counts for smaller populations, and supports clearer communication with communities and program 
partners. Taken together, these improvements help ensure that communities are represented more fully and 
accurately in the data used to inform public health practice. 

https://lacounty.sharepoint.com/:x:/r/teams/DPHCenterforHealthEquity/Shared%20Documents/02.%20Data%20and%20Research/Public/racedatasetC2020_PUBLIC.xlsx?d=w6cedc30fb8d64d87b8540c3ee01abf98&csf=1&web=1&e=Xf0hu6&nav=MTVfezY3RjlCN0Y5LTU3RTItNDhFMS1BQzc2LUQwMTFDRkZDMjBEM30


 
i California State Health Assessment Core Module 2025 Update 
ii Improved Race, Ethnicity Measures Show U.S. is More Multiracial 
iii The Hawai‘i NHPI Data Disaggregation Imperative: Preventing Data Genocide Through Statewide Race and Ethnicity Standards - 
PMC 

https://skylab.cdph.ca.gov/communityBurden/_w_c3b4376e74b94ad5992628a019d60015/SOPH/2025/Full%20Report.html#detailed-focus-on-age-and-raceethnicity
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/08/improved-race-ethnicity-measures-reveal-united-states-population-much-more-multiracial.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10612414/#R19
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10612414/#R19
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