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ABSTRACT  Multiracial self-iden ti fi ca tion is fre quently portrayed as a dis pro por tion-
ately female ten dency, but pre vi ous research has not probed the con di tions under which 
this rela tion ship might occur. Using the 2015 Pew Survey of Multiracial Adults, we 
offer a more com pre hen sive anal y sis that con sid ers gen der dif fer ences at  two dis-
tinct stages: reporting mul ti ple races in one’s ances try and selecting mul ti ple races to 
describe one self. We also exam ine self-iden ti fi ca tion pat terns by the gen er a tional locus 
of mul ti ra cial ances try. We find that females are more likely to be aware of mul ti ra-
cial ances try over all, but only first-gen er a tion females are more likely than their male 
coun ter parts to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Finally, we explore the role of racial ances-
try com bi na tion, find ing that mul ti ra cial aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion are likely 
gen dered dif fer ently for dif fer ent seg ments of the mixed-race pop u la tion. This offers 
a more nuanced pic ture of how gen der inter acts with other social pro cesses to shape 
racial iden ti fi ca tion in the United States.

KEYWORDS  Multiracial  •  Gender  •  Identity  •  Race/eth nic ity

Introduction

Mixed racial ances try plays a prominent role in the biog ra phies of sev eral pioneering 
Amer i can men, from his tor i cal fig ures such as Frederick Douglass to recent pres i dent 
Barack Obama. Yet, as phi los o pher Naomi Zack puts it, “most mixed-race sym bols 
in the mass media are women” (1994:xi). From Brit ish royal Meghan Markle to the 
com puter-gen er ated  images of  social media  influencer Lil Miquela and of TIME’s 
iconic “New Face of America” cover, young women play a prominent role in repre-
senting multiraciality to the Amer i can pub lic.

The gen der ing of multiraciality suggested in the media, how ever, has deeper and 
wider roots. Harkening back to nineteenth cen tury “tragic mulatta” nar ra tives, Bost 
(2003:2) con tends that “debates about the nature of mixed-race iden tity are mapped 
out on the body of a woman because think ing about racial mix ture inev i ta bly leads to 
ques tions of sex and repro duc tion.” The his tor i cal fem i ni za tion and sexualization of 
mixedness also under pin its endur ing asso ci a tion with phys i cal beauty (Rhodes et al. 
2005; Sims 2012; Zackodnik 2004). In addi tion, the late twen ti eth cen tury mul ti ra cial 
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move ment had a decid edly female cast, as White moth ers played a major role in its 
lead er ship (DaCosta 2007; Ibrahim 2012; Williams 2006).

Against  this  back drop,  social  sci en tists  have discerned mark edly gen dered pat-
terns  in  indi vid u als’  self-iden ti fi ca tion  as  mul ti ra cial. Women  tend  to  make  up  a 
dis pro por tion ate  share of  self-iden ti fied mul ti ra cials both  in  the United States  and 
abroad (Davenport 2016; Renn 2012). Yet despite demog ra phers’ increas ing atten tion 
to skewed sex ratios at birth (e.g., Guilmoto and Tovey 2015), this puz zling demo-
graphic imbal ance has gone largely unex am ined.

To explore the gen der ing of mixed-race enu mer a tion, we draw on the Pew Research 
Center 2015 Survey of Multiracial Adults and intro duce three inno va tions to pre vi ous 
inves ti ga tions. First, build ing on Goldstein and Morning (2000), we dis tin guish  two 
pro cesses that may dif fer by gen der: possessing an aware ness of mul ti ra cial ances try 
on one hand, and self-iden ti fy ing as mixed-race on the other. Existing com men tary has 
largely focused on the lat ter to the exclu sion of the for mer, but we argue that both are at 
work. Second, we account for indi vid u als’ gen er a tional locus of mixed ances try (Morn-
ing and Saperstein 2018)  to  inves ti gate whether gen der skews are most pro nounced 
among peo ple with  recent or dis tant mul ti ra cial  roots. Third, we exam ine a broader 
range of racial ancestries—not only the Black-White and Asian-White com bi na tions 
most com monly discussed in U.S. schol ar ship—to deter mine whether gen der dif fer-
ences are par tic u larly salient for cer tain seg ments of the mixed-race pop u la tion.

Our  ana lyt i cal  dis tinc tion  between  mul ti ra cial  ances try  aware ness  and  self-
iden ti fi ca tion reveals a strik ing and orig i nal find ing: although Amer i can women are 
more likely than men to report a racially mixed fam ily tree, women who report mul-
ti ra cial ances try are less likely than men to iden tify per son ally with mul ti ple races. 
Moreover, we find wide var i a tion in rates of mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion depending 
on both gen er a tion and racial ances try: from highs above 50% among first-gen er a tion 
men and women with mixed Asian ances try to a low of less than 20% among higher-
gen er a tion women with mixed Black  ances try. We  con clude  that  pre vi ous  stud ies 
portraying multiraciality as a dis pro por tion ately female phe nom e non did so pri mar ily 
because they relied on self-iden ti fi ca tion with out account ing for reported ances try but 
also because many were lim ited to either first-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials, peo ple of par-
tic u lar ances try com bi na tions, or both.

According to our data, the pop u la tion of Amer i cans with mul ti ra cial ances try is 
sec ond only to the monoracial White pop u la tion in terms of size; thus, a full account-
ing of its diver sity and sources is in order. As we show, ana ly ses that rely solely on 
a sub set, such as first-gen er a tion indi vid u als with Black and White ances try, lead to 
con clu sions that are not borne out when we reckon with the broader pop u la tion that 
reports mixed-race ances try. Our more com pre hen sive anal y sis also raises impor tant 
ques tions that can help future research bet ter illu mi nate the work ings of racial self-
iden ti fi ca tion in the demo graph i cally het ero ge neous soci ety that is the con tem po rary 
United States.

Gendered Constructions of the Multiracial Population

Research to date has often maintained that women are more likely than men to label 
them selves as mixed-race and that women out num ber men in the mul ti ra cial pop u la-
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tion as a whole (Davenport 2016; Liebler and Zacher 2016; U.S. Census Bureau 2010). 
However, Liebler (2010) found that part-Amer i can Indian men are more likely to iden-
tify with mul ti ple races than are women, and some stud ies revealed no gen der dif fer-
ence in mixed-race label ing (Khanna 2004; Rockquemore 2002; Saenz et al. 1995).

A skew in research designs may itself con vey the impres sion that women are more 
likely  to  iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Most  stud ies of  the psy cho log i cal pro cesses behind 
mul ti ra cial  iden tity have focused on women’s  iden tity devel op ment  (e.g., Henriksen 
and Trusty 2004; Kelch-Oliver and Leslie 2007; Mahtani 2014). Although social sci en-
tists have begun to attend to men’s per spec tives (Davenport 2018; Newman 2019; Sims 
and Joseph-Salisbury 2019), over all, lit tle empir i cal effort has been made to under stand 
why enu mer at ing the mixed-race pop u la tion is not a gen der-neu tral exer cise.

To bet ter under stand  the gen dered mech a nisms of mul ti ra cial  iden ti fi ca tion, we 
build on Goldstein and Morning (2000) and Chandra (2012) by decomposing mul ti-
ra cial racial iden ti fi ca tion into a two-step pro cess. First, one must pos sess an aware-
ness of  the gene a log i cal his tory of racial mix ture  in one’s ances try (Goldstein and 
Morning 2000; Woo et al. 2011). In Chandra’s (2012:14) terms, peo ple must real ize 
that they belong to the nom i nal pool of peo ple who pos sess the “descent-based attri-
butes” required for mul ti ra cial mem ber ship. One acti vates the nom i nal cat e gory by 
self-iden ti fy ing as mul ti ra cial. Awareness of mul ti ra cial ances try is thus a pre req ui-
site for self-iden ti fy ing as mul ti ra cial yet is dis tinct from it, and both pro cesses could 
be gen dered.

We expect that gen der is asso ci ated with knowl edge of mixed-race ances try for 
two rea sons. First, women pri mar ily take on the kin work of documenting and shar ing 
fam ily his to ries and have been shown to pos sess more knowl edge about them than 
their male rel a tives (di Leonardo 1987; Hackstaff 2010; Nash 2002). Second, gen-
dered fam ily social i za tion may also influ ence aware ness of mul ti ra cial roots. Some 
schol ars have suggested, for exam ple, that women have stron ger ties to their female 
rel a tives’ racial iden tity and cul ture, and men have stron ger ties to their male rel a-
tives’ (Padilla 2006; Saenz et al. 1995), which could facil i tate the dif fer en tial trans-
mis sion of gene a log i cal knowl edge.

Gender dif fer ences in the pro pen sity to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial also may be due 
to sev eral fac tors. For one thing, men and women may expe ri ence dif fer ent degrees 
of val i da tion—that is, legit i mat ion or accep tance by oth ers—of their asserted mul-
ti ra cial  iden ti ties  (Brunsma  2006;  Rockquemore  and  Brunsma  2002).  For  exam-
ple, Rockquemore (2002) and Strmic-Pawl (2016) found that Black-White bira cial 
women expe ri ence rejec tion and neg a tive com ments from monoracial Black women, 
but men do not pay an inter per sonal pen alty for iden ti fy ing as mixed. On the other 
hand, schol ars have argued that fem i ni za tion of mulatto sta tus (Giraldo et al. 2014) 
may lead women to embrace a mixed-race iden tity more than men. Finally, gen der-
spe cific expe ri ences with racial dis crim i na tion may also con trib ute to the dif fer en tial 
appeal of a mul ti ra cial iden tity (Phoenix and Tizard 2005; Renn 2012).

To bet ter under stand gen dered mul ti ra cial iden ti fi ca tion, we also con sider the gene-
a log i cal locus of an indi vid ual’s mixed-race her i tage (Morning 2000), which crit i cally 
orga nizes knowl edge of and iden ti fi ca tion with multiraciality (Bratter 2007; Morning 
and Saperstein 2018; Song 2017). First-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials are more likely to be 
aware of and  iden tify with  their mixed ances try, given  that  the mem bers of  the first 
inter ra cial  union  in  their  fam ily  tree  are  imme di ate  kin  (Song  and Gutierrez  2015). 
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Moreover, dis tinc tions by gen der and gen er a tion could amplify one another: the more 
dis tant  one  is  from  the  orig i nal  inter ra cial  union(s),  the more  fem i nized  gene a log i-
cal work could shape one’s aware ness of mul ti ra cial ances try (Hackstaff 2010; Nash 
2002). Such gen dered gen er a tional dif fer ences remain underexplored because pre vi ous 
research on mul ti ra cial iden ti fi ca tion has tended to rely on sam pling respon dents who 
report  hav ing par ents of dif fer ent  races  (e.g., Davenport  2016) or  study ing  chil dren 
born to par ents who racially self-iden tify dif fer ently (e.g., Xie and Goyette 1997).

Racial ances try com bi na tion is sim i larly salient in ana ly ses of both aware ness of 
mul ti ra cial roots and self-iden ti fi ca tion with mul ti ple races, for at least two rea sons. 
First, when  it  comes  to  devel op ing  aware ness,  peo ple with  dif fer ent  racial  ances-
try com bi na tions likely hold dif fer ent  lev els of  inter est  in pur su ing gene al ogy. For 
exam ple, Asian Amer i cans express rel a tively high rates of ances tral cer tainty of their 
fam ily ori gins and are less likely than other groups to express inter est in gene a log i cal 
research (Horowitz et al. 2019). In con trast, Afri can Amer i cans may be par tic u larly 
inter ested in trac ing ances try as a way to reclaim fam ily his tory lost dur ing the trans-
at lan tic slave trade (Nelson 2016), whereas many White Amer i cans find a panethnic 
Euro pean iden tity to be bland and embrace genetic esti ma tes of non-Euro pean her-
i tage  that make  them feel distinctive  (Roth and Ivemark 2018). Second, par tic u lar 
ances try com bi na tions are likely related to gen der imbal ances in mul ti ra cial iden ti-
fi ca tion because diverse gen dered (and sex u al ized) con no ta tions arose from the var-
ied his tor i cal con texts that pro duced inter ra cial unions (Charmaraman et al. 2014). 
For exam ple, the con tem po rary mean ing of Black-White multiraciality con tin ues to 
be  shaped  by  nineteenth  cen tury  ste reo types  asso ci at ing  the  “tragic mulatta” with 
beauty and sex ual trans gres sion (Bost 2003:2; Mahtani 2014). Such race- and gen der-
spe cific “con trol ling images” may con trib ute to the avail abil ity and desir abil ity of a 
mul ti ra cial iden tity for men and women, depending on their par tic u lar racial ances try 
com bi na tion (Vasquez 2010:46).

In sum mary, existing schol ar ship points  to a num ber of rea sons why aware ness 
of mixed-race ances try and sub se quent mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion may dif fer by 
gen der, gen er a tional locus, and racial ances try. Although inves ti gat ing spe cific mech-
a nisms is beyond the scope of our data, we can derive and test some basic hypoth e-
ses. First, research on gene al ogy sug gests that women are more likely than men to be 
aware of mul ti ple-race ances try. Second, existing schol ar ship has led many to expect 
women are more likely than men to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Extrapolating from 
the fem i nized nature of gene a log i cal work and kin-keep ing, we also hypoth e size that 
gen der  skews  in  mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion  could  be  ampli fied  among  higher-
gen er a tion,  mixed-race  ances try  indi vid u als.  Finally,  build ing  on  prior  research 
suggesting that ances try aware ness is both gen dered and racialized, we expect that 
asymmetries between aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion might man i fest dif fer ently in 
degree or direc tion for dif fer ent ances try com bi na tions.

Data and Methods

We use  data  from Pew Research Center’s  2015 Survey  of Multiracial Adults,  the 
first nation ally rep re sen ta tive sam ple to include self-reports of mul ti ple gen er a tions 
of ances try and mea sures of  self-iden ti fi ca tion. Pew  ini tially  sam pled 22,719 U.S. 
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adults from an online research panel1 and asked for the races or ori gins of (1) them-
selves, (2) their moth ers, (3) fathers, (4) grand par ents, and (5) great-grand par ents or 
ear lier  ances tors. Respondents  selected one or more  responses  from  the  fol low ing 
categories: (1) White; (2) His panic, Latino, or Span ish ori gin; (3) Black or Afri can 
Amer i can; (4) Asian or Asian Amer i can; (5) Amer i can Indian; (6) Native Hawai ian 
or Other  Pacific  Islander;  and  (7)  some  other  race  or  ori gin.2  Pew  used  this  self-
iden ti fi ca tion and ances try data to iden tify a smaller sam ple of mul ti ra cial adults for 
fur ther ques tions.

Our  ana ly ses  use  data  from  the  screen ing  sam ple  to  dis tin guish  gene a log i cal 
aware ness from self-iden ti fi ca tion, a cru cial step to under stand ing the links between 
gen der, gen er a tion, and claiming mul ti ra cial iden tity.3 We include only those respon-
dents who com pleted all  the pre ced ing items (N = 22,616) because incom plete ances-
try  data  pre vents  us  from  draw ing  con clu sions  about  the  pres ence  and  tim ing  of 
mixed-race her i tage.4

Outcome Measures: Multiracial Awareness and Self-identification

We iden tify indi vid u als as aware of mul ti ra cial ances try if they report more than one 
race across all  ances tors (mother, father, grand par ents, and great-grand par ents or ear-
lier ances tors).5 In the Pew data, nearly 20% of respon dents reported at least two dif-
fer ent races in their fam ily trees (N = 4,330), sig nifi  cantly higher than the 2% to 3% of 
Amer i cans cat e go rized as mul ti ra cial by cen sus self-iden ti fi ca tion (Jones and Bullock 
2013). Descriptive sta tis tics  for  the full sam ple and  this sub sam ple of  respon dents 
with mul ti ra cial ances try are shown in Table 1.

We con sider indi vid u als to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial if they chose more than one 
cat e gory  in  response  to  the ques tion,  “What  is your  race or ori gin?” Additionally, 
respon dents who selected “some other race or ori gin” for them selves could spec ify 
more infor ma tion, and we man u ally reviewed these write-ins (1.2% of the full sam-
ple). In some cases, the respon dent seemed to sig nal a mul ti ra cial iden tity, such as 
“White and Black.” In other cases, when a respon dent chose “some other race” as 

1  Respondents were drawn from GfK’s KnowledgePanel, which recruited through prob a bil ity sam pling 
(Pew Research Center 2015).
2  This mea sure ment strat egy is unique in ask ing sequen tially about self-iden ti fi ca tion and racial ances try 
along with using a com bined-ques tion for mat that includes His panic ori gin as a race response. The lat ter 
dif fers from recent cen sus data recorded in a sep a rate-ques tion for mat. The for mer dif fers from the col lege 
sur veys used by Davenport (2016), in which self-iden ti fi ca tion and par ents’ back grounds were recorded 
simul ta neously in a grid for mat and the responses were described as “eth nic.” We do not expect the “race 
or ori gin” word ing to affect our results because recent test ing by the U.S. Census Bureau found that such 
mea sure ment effects are small (usu ally on the order of 1–3 per cent age points) and sta tis ti cally insig nifi  cant 
(Mathews et al. 2017). Differences between com bined- and sep a rate-ques tion for mats also are not known 
to be related to respon dents’ gen der.
3  Data and code nec es sary  to  repro duce  the ana ly ses  reported here are avail  able on Dataverse  (https:  /  /
dataverse  .harvard  .edu  /dataverse  /MRgenerations).
4  Of the 103 omitted respondents, 48.5% were male. The full sample is 49.0% male.
5  This includes respon dents who reported that their great-grand par ents or ear lier ances tors were a dif fer-
ent race/ori gin but did not spec ify which (0.7% of sam ple) and excludes the small num ber of respon dents 
(0.2% of sam ple) who reported mul ti ple races for them selves but only one race among their ances tors.
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their sec ond cat e gory, a man ual review suggested that the respon dent was not sig nal-
ing mul ti ra cial iden ti fi ca tion. We recoded these cases as nec es sary.6

For both out comes, we count “His panic, Latino, or Span ish ori gin” as a racial 
cat e gory, given that Amer i cans tend to view the “His panic or Latino” label as com-
men su rate with categories such as Black and White (Compton et al. 2010; Dow-
ling 2014; Pew His panic Center and Kaiser Family Foundation 2002; Rodriguez 
2000). Moreover, most Latino respon dents in our sam ple stated that being His panic 
was part of their racial iden tity (see Gonzalez-Barrera and Lopez 2015). This cod-

6  Manual recoding changed 34 monoracial “other” cases to mul ti ra cial iden ti fi ca tion and 66 mul ti ra cial 
cases to monoracial. Common rea sons for the lat ter recoding were that the “other” response was (1) some 
var i a tion  of  “human”  or  “I  don’t  believe  in  race”  or  (2)  a  nation al ity  (e.g.,  French, Mex i can)  encom-
passed by fed eral defi  ni tions of the first racial cat e gory they selected (OMB 1997). These verbatim write-in 
responses were provided to us in a restricted-use data file available to advisors on the Pew Study and are 
not part of the public-use data file.

Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics: Percentages or Means, with ranges shown in paren the ses

Full Sample Multiracial Ancestry

(N = 22,616) (N = 4,330)

Self-reported Ancestry
  Monoracial 80.9 —
  Multiracial: First gen er a tion 2.7 14.3
  Multiracial: Second gen er a tion or higher 16.4 85.7
Self-iden ti fi ca tion
  Selects one race 95.0 74.5
  Selects two or more races 5.0 25.5
Gender
  Female 51.0 55.2
 Male 49.0 44.8
Racial Classification Regime
  Black 7.8 23.1
  His panic 11.7 26.4
  Asian 2.5 3.7
  Indigenous 7.4 38.3
  Residual (White/other) 70.6 8.4
Region
  Northeast 17.2 12.6
  Midwest 25.6 19.1
  West 24.5 27.2
  South 32.8 41.0
Other Demographic Characteristics
  Age in years 54.6 50.0
 (18–94) (18–89)
  Logged income in thou sands 3.9 3.7
 (0.9–5.4) (0.9–5.4)
  Bachelor’s degree or higher 45.2 38.8
  Took sur vey in Span ish 4.6 7.0

Source: Pew Research Center 2015 Survey of Multiracial Adults.
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ing deci sion yields a larger self-iden ti fied mul ti ra cial pop u la tion than is typ i cally 
reported by the U.S. Census Bureau (approximately 5% in the full sam ple), but we 
believe it also more accu rately cap tures how His panic ori gins are racialized in the 
United States.7

Although this data set is the best avail  able source of infor ma tion on mul ti ra cial 
ances try and iden ti fi ca tion in the United States, we acknowl edge sev eral lim i ta tions. 
First,  the sur vey is cross-sec tional and thus can not speak to changes in mul ti ra cial 
iden ti fi ca tion  over  time  (e.g., Doyle  and Kao  2007; Hitlin  et  al.  2006). However, 
pre vi ous research has not found sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent rates of race response change 
between women and men (see Liebler et al. 2017; Penner and Saperstein 2013), so we 
do not expect racial flu id ity to explain the gen dered pat terns in our results. Second, 
we rec og nize that the mean ing of race and multiraciality has changed over time; how 
a respon dent classifies an ances tor may not match how the ances tor self-iden ti fied or 
was clas si fied at an ear lier point in time. Although we expect that respon dents relied 
on pres ent-day con cep tions of multiraciality when responding, we also attempt to his-
tor i cize these pro cesses by attend ing to gen er a tional and age dif fer ences in our ana-
ly ses. Finally,  some respon dents’ ances tral knowl edge may be  incom plete because 
parts of  fam ily his tory can be  inten tion ally omit ted  in gene a log i cal  accounts.  It  is 
also  pos si ble  that  some  respon dents were  aware  of  hav ing mul ti ple  racial  ori gins 
but did not report all  of them. In other words, these data show only who artic u lated 
aware ness of mul ti ra cial ances try; we can not observe peo ple who have mul ti ple-race 
ances try but are unaware of or do not artic u late it. Even so, these data pro vide unprec-
e dented ana lyt i cal  lever age  for distinguishing mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness  from 
self-iden ti fi ca tion.

Identifying Gender and Multiracial Generation

Our pri mary  inde pen dent var i able  is gen der.  In  these data, gen der  is mea sured by 
self-iden ti fi ca tion as male or female. Although binary sex categories do not nec es sar-
ily cor re spond to peo ple’s gen der iden ti ties, data lim i ta tions require us to assume that 
all  males in the sam ple iden tify as men and all  females as women, and we use these 
terms inter change ably through out the paper. In the total sam ple, females slightly out-
num ber males, con sis tent with the U.S. adult pop u la tion.

For respon dents reporting mixed-race ances try, we use the first inter ra cial union 
in their fam ily trees to ascer tain the gen er a tional locus of mul ti ra cial ances try (see 
Morning  and Saperstein  2018). Respondents  are  cat e go rized  as first gen er a tion if 
they iden ti fied their par ents with dif fer ent sin gle races (e.g., White mother and Black 
father) and asso ci ated  their ear lier ances tors with  those same races. Everyone else 
who reported mixed-race her i tage is con sid ered sec ond gen er a tion or higher; these 
respon dents are not the first mul ti ra cial peo ple in their fam i lies. In the full sam ple, 
just  2.7%  of Amer i can  adults  are  esti mated  to  be  first-gen er a tion mul ti ra cial,  but 
16.4% can be clas si fied as sec ond gen er a tion or higher.

7  The  results  are  sub stan tively  sim i lar  when  based  on  an  alter na tive  cod ing  that  counts  “His panic  or 
Latino” as a  race only  for  respon dents who explic itly  stated  that His panic was part of  their  racial—as 
opposed to eth nic—iden tity (see the online appen dix).
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We can not clearly dis ag gre gate the higher gen er a tions or track gen dered pat terns in 
the inter gen er a tional trans mis sion of gene a log i cal knowl edge because Pew did not ask 
about spe cific gen der and race con fig u ra tions of ances tral cou ples beyond the respon-
dents’ par ents.8 Nevertheless, even sep a rat ing the first from higher gen er a tions under-
scores the selec tion bias in pre vi ous research on mul ti ra cial iden tity that focused on 
peo ple with dif fer ent-race par ents; first-gen er a tion mul ti ra cial Amer i cans account for 
just 14.3% of all  respon dents who report mul ti ra cial ances try (see Table 1).

From Racial Ancestry to Classification Regimes

Pew’s national sam ple allows us to exam ine gen dered pat terns of mul ti ra cial iden ti-
fi ca tion across a broader range of ances try com bi na tions than most research in this 
area, which tends to focus on a few spe cific com bi na tions. However, it includes hun-
dreds of dif fer ent ances try com bi na tions, many of which were selected by only one 
or two respon dents. To aggre gate the detailed reports into categories ame na ble to sta-
tis ti cal anal y sis, we assign respon dents to one of four nested and mutu ally exclu sive 
racial clas si fi ca tion regimes. The over all dis tri bu tion of respon dents across regimes 
can be found in Table 1.9

We use  the  term “racial clas si fi ca tion regimes” (Gullickson and Morning 2011) 
to cap ture both struc tural and cul tural dynam ics asso ci ated with dif fer ent ances try 
com bi na tions. Much of the salience of spe cific racial ances try com bi na tions for mul-
ti ra cial aware ness and iden ti fi ca tion stems from the fact that they con note past social 
arrange ments, even as these arrange ments may be remade in the con tem po rary era. 
The pos si bil ity and prev a lence of inter ra cial unions, as well as the treat ment of their 
off spring, were shaped by his tor i cal cir cum stances; pol i cies, laws, and other insti tu-
tions con sol i dated par tic u lar social rules for categorizing mixed-ances try indi vid u als 
by  race,  and  chang ing polit i cal  and  eco nomic  con di tions  fos tered  cer tain  types of 
inter ra cial union at some times and not oth ers. With this con cept, we aim to encap su-
late ways of both think ing about and act ing on racial sta tus with ref er ence to mixed-
race peo ple of vary ing ances tral com bi na tions.

Specifically, we iden tify four racial regimes by their focal ancestries, and we order 
them  along  a  spec trum  of  his tor i cal  clas si fi ca tory  supercession  or  reces sion  (see 
Table 2). At one end, Blackness has tra di tion ally been under stood as dom i nant, as in 
the pro ver bial “one drop rule” (Davis 2010). At the other, indigeneity has been treated 
as vanishing, overpowered, and ren dered invis i ble when com bined with other racial 
her i tage  (Davis  2010;  Forbes  1993). We  use mutu ally  exclu sive  cod ing  to  reflect 
this his tory (and for ease of inter pre ta tion), but nonmutually exclu sive cod ing (e.g., 

8  We can not dis tin guish the sec ond and third gen er a tions with cer tainty because when respon dents report 
mul ti ple races for their grand par ents col lec tively, they could be sig nal ing that they had monoracial grand-
par ents of dif fer ent races (mak ing them sec ond gen er a tion) or any of their grand par ents could be mixed 
race  (mak ing  them  third  gen er a tion  or  higher). However, we  can  dis tin guish  these  sec ond-  and  third-
gen er a tion mul ti ra cials from fourth-gen er a tion-and-higher mul ti ra cials who reported the same sin gle race 
for  their par ents and grand par ents but  indi cated dif fer ent-race ear lier ances tors. This alter na tive cod ing 
also sup ports our con clu sions (see the online appen dix).
9  Our regime cod ing scheme is based on self-reported racial ances try, so its dis tri bu tion dif fers from the 
U.S. racial com po si tion presented in cen sus sta tis tics based on self-reported race.
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assigning respon dents who report Black and His panic ances try to two regimes) pro-
duces sim i lar results (see the online appen dix).

What sets apart U.S. cat e go ri za tion regimes for part-Asian, part-Latino, and even 
part-White peo ple is harder to estab lish because they have received much less schol-
arly atten tion to date. The posi tion of indi vid u als with some His panic ances try is also 
com pli cated by the fact that Latinidad oscil lates between being under stood as a dis-
tinct race (Compton et al. 2010; Hollinger 1995; Rodriguez 2000) and “fun da men tally 
mul ti ra cial” (Emeka and Vallejo 2011:1553). In the absence of clear pre dic tions, we 
order the clas si fi ca tion regimes for par tial His panic or Asian ances try, respec tively, as 
“mostly dom i nant” and “mostly vanishing” along our gra di ent, with the ratio nale that 
Latinidad is the more stig ma tized of the two racialized sta tuses (Bonilla-Silva 2004). 
Respondents who report only White or “some other race” ances try (or both) com prise 
a fifth regime that serves as the ref er ence group in our mod els. The end result is a 
regime var i able that effi ciently and com pre hen sively groups the myr iad racial com bi-
na tions our respon dents reported in a way that reflects their his tor i cal import.

Table 3 pres ents  the dis tri bu tion of aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion within each 
racial regime and dem on strates that the regimes cap ture key dif fer ences in the cat e go-
ri za tion of mixed-ances try indi vid u als. For exam ple, respon dents with Black or Indige-
nous ances tors are the most likely to be aware of mixed-race ances try, but among those 
who report such aware ness, they are the least likely to self-iden tify with mul ti ple races. 
By con trast, fewer respon dents with His panic or Asian ances tors reported mixed-race 
her i tage, but those who did were more likely to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Moreover, 
read ing down the col umns of Table 3, there is a decreas ing per cent age of aware respon-
dents who iden tify with the race by which the regime is anchored. For exam ple, 67% of 
aware respon dents in the Black regime self-iden tify as only “Black or Afri can Amer i can,” 
as a  logic of “dom i nant” ances try would pre dict, but  just 4% of aware  respon dents 
in the Indigenous regime self-iden tify as “Amer i can Indian” or “Native Hawai ian.”10  

10  Office of Management and Budget (OMB) stan dards iden tify Native Hawai ian or Other Pacific Island-
ers (NHOPI) as a dis tinct cat e gory, but we could not cre ate a NHOPI regime from the small num ber of 
respon dents who report NHOPI ances try. We group NHOPI-ances try respon dents with Amer i can Indian–
ances try respon dents based on their shared indigeneity; Native Hawai ians pre vi ously peti tioned OMB to 

Table 2 Racial clas si fi ca tion regimes

Regime Description

Black Respondents who reported Black or Afri can Amer i can ances try for any of 
their par ents, grand par ents, and/or ear lier ances tors

His panic Respondents who reported His panic ances try but did not report Black ances try
Asian Respondents who reported Asian ances try but did not report Black or   

His panic ances try
Indigenous Respondents who reported Amer i can Indian, Native Hawai ian, or Pacific 

Islander ances try but did not report Black, His panic, or Asian ances try
Residual  
(White/other)

Respondents who were not assigned to one of the above regimes. In the full 
sam ple, 99% of peo ple in this cat e gory have some White ances try, and most 
did not report any other ances try. In the aware sub sam ple, peo ple in this 
cat e gory have “White” and “some other race” ances try
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These pat terns echo pre vi ous research and under score the impor tance of account ing for 
dif fer ences in racial ances try in stud ies of mul ti ra cial iden tity (Gullickson and Morning 
2011; Morning and Saperstein 2018).

Modeling Strategy

We begin with descrip tive results that reveal broad pat terns of mul ti ra cial aware ness 
and  self-iden ti fi ca tion  by  gen der  and  gen er a tion. Then, we  use  logis tic  regres sion 
to esti mate the asso ci a tions between gen der and both ances try aware ness and self-
iden ti fi ca tion while con trol ling for racial regime and other demo graphic fac tors. We 
use the full sam ple to model mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness (N = 22,616), but we fit 
self-iden ti fi ca tion mod els on the sub sam ple of respon dents who reported mul ti ra cial 
ances try  (N = 4,330). Our  self-iden ti fi ca tion  ana ly ses  also  include  the  gen er a tional 
locus of one’s mul ti ra cial ances try,  the  inter ac tion between gen der and gen er a tion, 
and a three-way inter ac tion between gen der, gen er a tion, and racial regime.

Control  var i ables  were mea sured  before  the  Pew  sur vey  as  part  of  the  annual 
demo graphic pro file data col lected for the online research panel. Region of res i dence 
is one of four cen sus-des ig nated categories: Northeast, Midwest, South, and West. 
Respondents’ age  is self-reported in years. Household income was presented in 19 
categories on the ques tion naire; we cre ate a con tin u ous mea sure by cal cu lat ing the 
mid point  for each cat e gory, divid ing by 1,000, and apply ing a  log  trans for ma tion. 
Educational attain ment is an indi ca tor dif fer en ti at ing respon dents with and with out a 
bach e lor’s degree. We also account for whether the sur vey was presented in Span ish.

We report unweighted counts through out because Pew’s post-strat i fi ca tion weights 
account for self-reported race and because our mod els con trol for other demo graphic 
fac tors included in weight cal cu la tions. However, results with weighted data are sub-

be counted with other Indigenous peo ple (Espiritu and Omi 2000). However, our main con clu sions are 
sim i lar if we use alter na tive cat e go ri za tion schemes, such as plac ing NHOPI-ances try respon dents with 
Asian-regime respon dents (results avail  able upon request).

Table 3 Multiracial aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion by racial regime

In Full Sample
Self-iden ti fi ca tion Among Those With  

Multiracial Ancestry

(N = 22,616) (N = 4,330)

Regime N
Aware of Multiracial 

Ancestry (%) N
2+ Races 
(%)

Regime 
Race (%)

Another 
Race (%)

Black 1,761 56.8 1,001 20.6 67.0 12.4
His panic 2,644 43.3 1,145 35.8 48.3 15.9
Asian 568 28.5 162 52.5 24.7 22.8
Indigenous 1,681 98.6 1,658 23.6 4.0 72.4

Source: Pew Research Center 2015 Survey of Multiracial Adults.
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1613Gender, Generation, and Multiracial Identification

stan tively  sim i lar  to  those  shown.  Including con trols  for  respon dent’s nativ ity and 
mar i tal sta tus also does not change the main results (see the online appen dix).11

Results

Conventional account ing of multiraciality cen ters on peo ple who self-iden tify with 
two or more races. However, this approach obscures the seg ment of the mul ti ra cial 
pop u la tion aware of mul ti ra cial ances try that does not self-iden tify as such. Figure 
1  con trasts  the  con ven tional  account ing  (left)  with  our  strat egy  of  distinguishing 
between mul ti ra cial aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion (right). Consistent with recent 
research on mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion (e.g., Davenport 2016; U.S. Census Bureau 
2010), the con ven tional tab u la tion yields a slight female skew, although it is not sta-
tis ti cally sig nifi  cant in the Pew sam ple. Our approach reveals a sub merged pop u la-
tion  of Amer i cans who  report mixed-race  her i tage  but  self-iden tify  as monoracial 
(cf. Roth and Ivemark 2018), which is more than dou ble the respon dents who report 
mul ti ra cial ances try and self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Our tab u la tion also shows that 
women are approx i ma tely 3 per cent age points more likely to report mul ti ra cial ances-
try than men, a dif fer ence that is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. Thus, rather than find ing that 
women are more likely to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial, we find that women are more 
likely to be aware of mul ti ra cial ances try.

Our approach the o rizes mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness as a pre req ui site for mul-
ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion. In other words, only peo ple aware of mixed-race ances-
try are “at risk” of self-iden ti fy ing with more than one race. Under this model, the 
denom i na tor  for  the  rate  of mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion  should  not  be  the  entire 
U.S. pop u la tion but rather the sub pop u la tion that reports hav ing mul ti ra cial ances try. 
When we change our denom i na tors  from all  men and women  to men and women 
aware of hav ing mul ti ra cial ances try, our per spec tive on the gen der bal ance in these 
pop u la tions also changes (see Figure 2). Among men who report mul ti ra cial ances try, 
27.2% simul ta neously self-iden tify with two or more races, com pared with 24% of 
aware women. Notably, even as these rel a tive pro por tions shift, the count of female 
respon dents who self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial is still slightly larger than the count of 
male respon dents who self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial because the num ber of women who 
are at risk of selecting mul ti ple races is larger than the num ber of men. Thus, although 
women are more likely to be aware of mul ti ra cial ances try, men are more likely to 
self-iden tify  as mul ti ra cial  con di tional on aware ness.  Conventional  account ing  of 
mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion alone misses this male skew.

Accounting for Generation

When  pre vi ous  research  on  multiraciality  has  con sid ered  ances try,  it  has  usu ally 
done so by study ing the chil dren of inter ra cial unions. However, as noted ear lier, just 

11  We do not include these fac tors in our main mod els because nativ ity data are avail  able for only a non-
ran dom sub sam ple of respon dents (about 14%).
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14.3% of respon dents who report mixed-race ances try are first-gen er a tion mul ti ra-
cial; the rest trace their locus of mixed-race ances try fur ther back in the fam ily tree. 
Previous research found that these gen er a tional dif fer ences have impor tant impli ca-
tions for self-iden ti fi ca tion in gen eral (Morning and Saperstein 2018), and we find 
that account ing for gen er a tion also clarifies pre vi ous  incon sis tent results regard ing 
men and women’s dif fer ent pro pen si ties for mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion.

As expected, first-gen er a tion women and men are more  likely  to self-iden tify with 
two or more  races  than  their  higher-gen er a tion  coun ter parts. Contrary  to  expec ta tion, 
how ever,  we  find  that  gen der  dif fer ences  in  self-iden ti fi ca tion  run  in  oppo site  direc-
tions for first- and higher-gen er a tion indi vid u als (Figure 2). First-gen er a tion women are 
more likely than first-gen er a tion men to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial (44.6% vs. 36.6%; 
p = .052); com par a tively, in higher gen er a tions, men are more likely to multiracially self-
iden tify than women (25.6% vs. 20.7%; p < .001). That is, women exhibit greater gen er-

Fig. 1  Conventional accounting based on the presence or absence of multiracial identification (left panel) 
versus also accounting for Americans who are aware of having multiracial ancestry but self-identify with 
only one race (right panel). Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. ***p < .001 (Pearson’s 
chi-squared test for statistically significant differences by gender)
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1615Gender, Generation, and Multiracial Identification

a tional attri tion  in mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion. Rates of mul ti ra cial  iden ti fi ca tion for 
women drop by about 54% (more than 20 per cent age points) after the first gen er a tion, 
and rates for men drop by around 30% (10 per cent age points). The larger female skew 
in the smaller first-gen er a tion pop u la tion and the smaller male skew in the larger higher- 
gen er a tion pop u la tion par tially off set, yield ing slightly more females among adults who 
self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial, con sis tent with find ings  from pre vi ous  research. However, 
a  focus  on  first-gen er a tion  bira cials  in  most  pre vi ous  self-iden ti fi ca tion  research  has 
obscured the dif fer en tial attri tion by gen der across mul ti ra cial gen er a tions.

Modeling the Role of Gender in Multiracial Ancestry Awareness and Self-identification

We turn to mul ti ple regres sion to assess whether the asso ci a tions between gen der and 
both mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion might  result  from com-

Fig. 2  Multiracial self-identification by gender and generation among those who report multiracial ances-
try. *p < .05; ***p < .001 (Pearson’s chi-squared test for statistically significant differences by gender)
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po si tional dif fer ences in other sociodemographic fac tors. We first regress mul ti ra cial 
aware ness on gen der and our con trol var i ables (Table 4, Model 1a). Results indi cate 
that the odds of reporting mul ti ra cial ances try are about 9% higher for women than 
men, hold ing these demo graphic fac tors con stant. However, when we also account 
for racial clas si fi ca tion regime, we find that  the female skew in mul ti ra cial aware-
ness remains pos i tive but is no lon ger sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant (Table 4, Model 1b). 
In fact, the other con trols also are no lon ger sig nifi  cant pre dic tors of aware ness, with 
the excep tion of sur vey lan guage. (Respondents who took the sur vey in Span ish are 
sig nifi  cantly less likely to report mul ti ra cial ances try.) Regime esti ma tes mir ror the 
descrip tive pat terns (Table 3), includ ing that peo ple with Indigenous ances try have 
by far the greatest odds of being aware of hav ing kin of dif fer ent races. This find ing 
sug gests that com po si tional dif fer ences across clas si fi ca tion regimes account for the 
bulk of the observed var i a tion in aware ness of mul ti ra cial ances try.

Table 4 Odds of mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness and self-iden ti fi ca tion

Aware of Multiracial Ancestry Self-identifies With Multiple Races

Gender + Controls + Regime Gender + Controls + Regime

(1a) (1b) (2a) (2b)

Female 1.086* 1.072 0.805** 0.828*
(0.038) (0.056) (0.058) (0.061)

Black 57.315*** 9.595***
(4.289) (3.178)

His panic 46.610*** 23.552***
(3.621) (7.761)

Asian 16.319*** 35.104***
(1.806) (12.609)

Indigenous 3,131.563*** 11.327***
(679.321) (3.698)

Northeast 0.538*** 1.063 1.327* 1.432**
(0.029) (0.085) (0.149) (0.168)

Midwest 0.534*** 0.991 1.046 1.152
(0.025) (0.076) (0.106) (0.120)

West 0.843*** 1.001 1.586*** 1.323**
(0.037) (0.064) (0.136) (0.119)

Age 0.981*** 0.998 0.988*** 0.993**
(0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Logged Income 0.827*** 1.025 0.985 0.973
(0.016) (0.029) (0.037) (0.038)

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 0.854*** 1.106 1.135 1.092
(0.032) (0.064) (0.087) (0.087)

Span ish-Language Survey 1.097 0.395*** 0.709* 0.396***
(0.081) (0.034) (0.108) (0.064)

Intercept 1.303** 0.021*** 0.476*** 0.036***
(0.112) (0.003) (0.078) (0.013)

Number of Observations 22,616 22,616 4,330 4,330

Note: Standard errors are shown in paren the ses.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Next, we model the rela tion ship between gen der and mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion 
among those who are aware of hav ing mul ti ra cial ances try (Table 4, Models 2a and 
2b). Here, a sig nifi  cant male skew in self-iden ti fi ca tion remains after account ing for 
other mea sured fac tors: all  else equal, women have about 17% lower odds of mul ti-
ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion than men. We also find that respon dents in the His panic and 
Asian regimes have the highest odds of self-iden ti fy ing as mul ti ra cial, with all  other 
mea sured fac tors being equal (echo ing Table 3). Finally, esti ma tes for age, region, 
and sur vey lan guage indi cate sig nifi  cant asso ci a tions with self-iden ti fi ca tion. Older 
respon dents and Span ish sur vey-tak ers have lower odds of self-iden ti fy ing as mul ti-
ra cial net of other mea sured fac tors, whereas South ern ers have lower odds com pared 
with res i dents of the Northeast and the West. In sum, we do not find sta tis ti cally sig-
nifi  cant gen der dif fer ences  in mul ti ra cial  ances try aware ness  once we account  for 
racial clas si fi ca tion regimes, but we do find sig nifi  cant gen der dif fer ences in mul ti-
ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion even when we con trol for regime and stan dard demo graphic 
fac tors.

Interactions Between Gender and Generation in Multiracial Self-iden ti fi ca tion

We now add gen er a tion to the pre vi ous model to assess whether a greater pro pen sity 
for mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion  in  the first  gen er a tion  can  be  explained  by  other 
com po si tional  fac tors. After  we  account  for  gen er a tion,  esti ma tes  for  gen der  and 
racial  regimes  remain  sta tis ti cally  sig nifi  cant  and  in  the  same direc tions  (Table  5, 
Model 1). Consistent with Figure 2, we find that, all  else being equal, odds of mul ti-
ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion are about 42% lower for higher-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials com-
pared with the first gen er a tion.

Descriptive  pat terns  also  sug gest  the  over all  male  skew  in  mul ti ra cial  self- 
iden ti fi ca tion is driven pri mar ily by higher-gen er a tion men (Figure 2). Thus, we add 
a  gen der  and  gen er a tion  inter ac tion  to  assess whether  the  gen der  bal ance  varies  by 
gen er a tion hold ing other mea sured fac tors equal. We find that the inter ac tion term is 
sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant, although the base  terms for gen der and gen er a tion can not be 
dis tin guished from 0 in this sam ple (Table 5, Model 2). According to mul ti ple good ness-
of-fit  sta tis tics,  account ing  for  gen er a tion  improves  model  fit,  and  allowing  gen der 
dif fer ences to dif fer by gen er a tion explains even more of the observed var i a tion in self-
iden ti fi ca tion (Table 6).

To visu al ize the full range of gen der and gen er a tion com par i sons, we use coef fi-
cient esti ma tes to sim u late gen der dif fer ences in the expected prob a bil ity of mul ti ra-
cial self-iden ti fi ca tion by gen er a tion and racial regime, hold ing all  con trols at their 
median or mode (Figure 3).12 When the expected prob a bil ity dif fer ence is less than 
0, men are more likely to self-iden tify with mul ti ple races; when it is greater than 0, 
women are more likely to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial. Figure 3 shows that across our 

12  We use the expected prob a bil ity of mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion rather than the predicted prob a bil ity 
to show the aver age change in the depen dent var i able given change in a par tic u lar explan a tory var i able, 
rather than show how far the out come could devi ate from expec ta tion due to unmodeled ran dom fac tors. 
In prac tice, the aver age expected value from sim u la tions is very sim i lar to the predicted value, but the for-
mer’s var i ance is lower (King et al. 2000).
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Table 5 Generation and odds of mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion

+ Generation Gender × Generation
Gender × Generation 

× Regime

(1) (2) (3)

Female 0.828* 1.372 0.290
(0.062) (0.239) (0.346)

Second+ Generation 0.584*** 0.808 0.140*
(0.058) (0.116) (0.119)

Black 10.119*** 10.212*** 3.673
(3.356) (3.387) (2.854)

His panic 21.885*** 21.845*** 4.715*
(7.220) (7.210) (3.031)

Asian 30.161*** 30.594*** 13.896***
(10.884) (11.048) (9.856)

Indigenous 11.781*** 11.875*** 2.751
(3.850) (3.882) (1.835)

Second+ Generation × Female 0.541** 3.440
(0.104) (4.988)

Female × Black 6.565
(8.680)

Female × His panic 4.301
(5.235)

Female × Asian 4.704
(6.120)

Female × Indigenous 6.072
(7.560)

Second+ Generation × Black 3.577
(3.510)

Second+ Generation × His panic 8.262*
(7.226)

Second+ Generation × Asian 1.930
(1.874)

Second+ Generation × Indigenous 6.729*
(5.991)

Female × Second+ Generation × Black 0.137
(0.215)

Female × Second+ Generation × His panic 0.159
(0.235)

Female × Second+ Generation × Asian 0.204
(0.327)

Female × Second+ Generation × Indigenous 0.117
(0.175)

Intercept 0.055*** 0.043*** 0.158**
(0.021) (0.016) (0.101)

Note: N (obser va tions) = 4,330. All mod els include con trols for region of res i dence, age, income, highest 
degree, and sur vey lan guage. Standard errors are shown in paren the ses.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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1619Gender, Generation, and Multiracial Identification

four regimes, expected prob a bil i ties of mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion are 6–8 per cent-
age points higher for first-gen er a tion women than first-gen er a tion men. By con trast, 
expected prob a bil i ties are about 4–7 per cent age points higher for higher-gen er a tion 
men  than higher-gen er a tion women. These gen der dif fer ences are  sta tis ti cally  sig-
nifi  cant  for higher gen er a tions, but  con fi dence  inter vals  for  esti ma tes  among first-
gen er a tion respon dents include 0 because of the larger error var i ance from smaller 
cell sizes. Nevertheless, the expected prob a bil i ties illus trate a con sis tent female skew 
in mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion  in  the first  gen er a tion  and  an oppo site  pat tern  for 
higher gen er a tions.

Racial Regime Differences in Gender and Generational Patterns

The pre vi ous mod els  account  for  aver age  dif fer ences  by  racial  regime but  do  not 
esti mate sep a rate gen der and gen er a tion coef fi cients for each regime. Yet, we hypoth-
e size that the degree and direc tion of gen der dif fer ences could vary by clas si fi ca tion 
regime. To explore  this pos si bil ity, we spec ify a final model  that  includes a  three-
way inter ac tion for gen der, gen er a tion, and regime (Table 5, Model 3). None of the 
three-way  inter ac tion estimates are  sta tis ti cally  sig nifi  cant,  likely because  the data 
are too sparse to pro vide the nec es sary sta tis ti cal power.13 Nonetheless, we believe 
that expected prob a bil i ties from this model merit con sid er ation given their the o ret i-
cal jus ti fi ca tion, their con sid er able var i a tion, over all model fit, and the nov elty of this 
data set.

When we  allow gen der  dif fer ences  to  vary  across  regimes  and gen er a tions, we 
observe  a  range  of  mag ni tudes  for  gen der  gaps  in  mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion 
(Figure 4). For exam ple, in the first gen er a tion, the female skew in mul ti ra cial self-
iden ti fi ca tion  ranges  from about 14 per cent age points  for  the Black  regime  to  just 
5  per cent age  points  for  the Hispanic  regime. Among higher  gen er a tions,  the male 
skew in mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion ranges from about 9 per cent age points for the 
His panic regime to less than 1 per cent age point for peo ple with any Asian ances try.14 

13  We posit  this expla na tion because the esti ma tes for which we have the larg est sam ples (e.g., higher-
gen er a tion Indigenous) also have smaller stan dard errors.
14  The gen der dif fer ence for higher-gen er a tion, Black-regime respon dents is smaller if we clas sify peo-
ple with Black-His panic ances try  in  the His panic  regime  instead of  the Black  regime. The  small male 

Table 6 Goodness-of-fit sta tis tics for mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion mod els

Gender + 
Controls + Regime + Generation

+ Gender × 
Generation

+ Gender × 
Generation × 
Regime

Log-Likelihood −2,417 −2,282 −2,268 −2,263 −2,250
Akaike Information Criterion 4,852 4,590 4,564 4,556 4,553
Bayes ian Information Criterion 4,910 4,673 4,653 4,651 4,726
Number of Variables 8 12 13 14 26

Note: N (obser va tions) = 4,330. See Table 4 (Models 2a and 2b) and Table 5 for detailed model esti ma tes.
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Figure 4  also  illus trates how gen er a tional  attri tion  in mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion 
varies by regime and gen der. For women with Black ances try and for men and women 
with Asian ances try, the prob a bil ity of mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion drops by more 
than one-half between the first and higher gen er a tions. In con trast, rates of mul ti ra cial 
self-iden ti fi ca tion increase slightly for higher-gen er a tion men in the His panic regime.

We urge cau tion in gen er al iz ing these results given the uncer tainty of the esti ma-
tes. Although we are con fi dent in the find ing that higher-gen er a tion men as a whole 
are more likely to self-iden tify as mul ti ra cial than higher-gen er a tion women, we are 
less con fi dent about how this plays out dif fer ently for indi vid u als with var i ous ances-
try  com bi na tions. At  a min i mum,  though,  our  results  indi cate  that  a  bet ter  under-
stand ing of the dif fer en tial trans mis sion of racial self-iden ti fi ca tion will require that 
future quan ti ta tive and qual i ta tive data col lec tion be designed with  these poten tial 
dif fer ences by gen der, gen er a tion, and racial ances try in mind.

skew among higher-gen er a tion indi vid u als with Asian ances try is larger if NHOPI-descent indi vid u als are 
included in the Asian regime (results avail  able upon request).

Fig. 3  First differences (female – male)  in multiracial self-identification by generation and regime. The 
points illustrate the average expected probability of self-identifying with two or more races for women 
minus the average expected probability of multiracial self-identification for men, calculated from 10,000 
simulations. When values are to the right of the dotted line at zero, women are more likely to self-identify 
as multiracial than men; when values are left of the line, men are more likely to self-identify as multiracial 
than women. Error bars show the middle 95% of these simulated differences. Continuous control variables 
are held at their median values, and categorical control variables are held at their modal values.
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Discussion

In this study, we high light pre vi ously unob served pat terns shap ing racial iden ti fi ca-
tion among U.S. adults by using novel data that allow for a key ana lyt i cal dis tinc tion 
between aware ness of mul ti ra cial ances try and self-iden ti fy ing with mul ti ple races. 
Moreover, by study ing a broader sweep of the mul ti ra cial pop u la tion—beyond first-
gen er a tion, “bira cial” indi vid u als of just a few ances try com bi na tions (e.g., Black-
White, Asian-White)—we explore claims about links between gen der and mul ti ra cial 
iden tity in unprec e dented fash ion.

In con trast to a gen er al ized asso ci a tion between wom an hood and mul ti ra cial 
self-iden ti fi ca tion,  we  show  that  this  rela tion ship  obtains  strongly  under  cer-
tain  cir cum stances  but  not  at  all   under  oth ers. Most  impor tantly,  we  find  that 

Fig. 4  Multiracial self-identification by racial classification regime, gender, and generation. The bars illus-
trate the average expected probability of self-identifying with two or more races, calculated from 10,000 
simulated predictions based on the three-way interaction model (Table 5, Model 3). Error bars show the 
middle 95% of these simulated predictions. Continuous control variables are held at their median values, 
and categorical control variables are held at their modal values.
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among Amer i cans who  are  aware  of  hav ing mixed  ori gins, women  are  over all 
less  likely  than men  to  iden tify  them selves with more  than one  race. Although 
first-gen er a tion women self-iden tify with mul ti ple races at greater rates than first-
gen er a tion men,  among  the bulk of  the mul ti ra cial pop u la tion  that  is  rooted  in 
more dis tant inter ra cial unions, men are most likely to choose mul ti ple races for 
self-iden ti fi ca tion.

We also show that mul ti ra cial ances try aware ness is shaped most strongly by racial 
ances try and its asso ci ated clas si fi ca tion regimes. We find that women are more likely 
to report mixed-race her i tage than men over all, but these dif fer ences are sta tis ti cally 
indis tin guish able from 0 when we account  for  racial ances try. Because  there  is no 
rea son  to  expect  gen der  skews  in  the  com po si tion  of  spe cific  racial  ancestries  in 
the United States,  this dif fer en tial ances try aware ness points  to poten tial gen dered 
mech a nisms—such  as  kin-keep ing  or  the  influ ence  of  con trol ling  images—that 
make  infor ma tion about ances tors of dif fer ent  races more salient or acces si ble  for 
some more  than  oth ers. Of  course,  our mea sures  of  ances try  aware ness  and  self-
iden ti fi ca tion were col lected at the same time point. Future research should exam ine 
whether mul ti ra cial ances try  reports are more sta ble  than mul ti ra cial  iden ti fi ca tion 
and whether ances try response changes dif fer by gen der.

Potential Explanations for Key Findings

With this more nuanced pic ture of the gen der-multiraciality con nec tion in mind, we 
now spec u late about some causes of these rela tion ships. We high light four empir i cal 
ques tions that emerge from our ana ly ses and offer pre lim i nary hypoth e ses to explain 
the observed pat terns. As described in the fol low ing par a graphs, these relate to dif fer-
ences in (1) aware ness, (2) first-gen er a tion self-iden ti fi ca tion, (3) higher-gen er a tion 
self-iden ti fi ca tion, and (4) racial regimes.

Awareness: Why Do Men Underreport Multiracial Ancestry Relative to Women?

Previous  research sug gests  that mixed  roots are underreported because of  the  loss 
of gene a log i cal infor ma tion across gen er a tions (Song 2017). As a result, we assume 
that  the  over all  gen der  dif fer en tial  in  mul ti ra cial  aware ness  reflects  not  an  over-
reporting by women but rather underreporting by men. We sus pect that this dif fer-
ence is grounded in the gen der ing of kin ship work more broadly (di Leonardo 1987) 
and fam ily his tory research more spe cifi  cally (Hackstaff 2010). The fem i ni za tion of 
fam ily  tree-keep ing might be  fur ther  ampli fied by gen dered  chan nels of  trans mis-
sion, reinforced through the trans mis sion of gene a log i cal infor ma tion from moth ers 
to daugh ters (Brunsma 2005; Padilla 2006; Zack 1994).

However, a per son’s racial iden tity also may influ ence how they report their ances-
try. Our data can not speak to this pos si bil ity because the Pew sur vey asked about self-
iden ti fi ca tion before racial ances try. Thus, the over all gen der imbal ance we observe 
in mul ti ra cial  ances try  aware ness  could be  attrib uted  to men being more  likely  to 
omit  aspects  of  fam ily  his tory  that  are  not  salient  to  their  racial  iden ti ties.  Future 
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study of the trans mis sion, stor age, and recep tion of gene a log i cal knowl edge—with 
spe cial atten tion to both the gen der and race of par tic i pants—would be a wel come 
resource in pur su ing this ques tion fur ther.

First-Generation Self-iden ti fi ca tion: Why Are First-Generation Women Particularly 
Likely to Identify With More Than One Race?

Previous  research  spec u lates  that  mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion  is  gen dered 
because  the  con se quences  of  phe no type  and  exter nal  judg ments  dif fer  for men 
and women (Davenport 2016; Doyle and Kao 2007). This hypoth e sis is con sis tent 
with exper i men tal evi dence on racial clas si fi ca tion (Ho et al. 2011) and qual i ta-
tive research suggesting that appear ance is a topic that bira cial women con front 
more fre quently than their male coun ter parts (Root 1994). The endur ing asso ci-
a tion of racial hybrid ity with fem i nine beauty (Sims 2012) may also play a role. 
These  fac tors could be espe cially  salient  in  the first gen er a tion because phe no-
typ i cal  signs  of mixed-race  ances try may  become  less  vis i ble  with  each  pass-
ing gen er a tion. Future research should con sider whether appear ance and exter nal 
judg ments (e.g., Nor man and Chen 2020) mat ter dif fer ently for mixed-race men 
and women, as well as how phe no type relates to self-iden ti fi ca tion for higher-gen-
er a tion mul ti ra cials.

A less explored expla na tion for first-gen er a tion women’s ten dency to self-iden tify 
with mul ti ple races is the orga ni za tion of their kin ship ties. Morning and Saperstein 
(2018) hypoth e sized that the first gen er a tion is more likely to have social con nec tions 
with the kin of mul ti ple racial groups, whereas higher gen er a tions may have lost links 
to dif fer ent-race kin. Given that women are dis pro por tion ately respon si ble for main-
taining kin ship ties (di Leonardo 1987), it also seems plau si ble that first-gen er a tion 
mixed-race women  are  the most  likely  to  be  active  in  fam ily  net works  that  cross 
racial bound aries.

Higher-Generation Self-iden ti fi ca tion: Why Are Higher-Generation Men Generally 
More Likely Than Higher-Generation Women to Identify With More Than One Race?

We hypoth e sized  that  gen der  dif fer ences  in  gene a log i cal work might  com pound 
over gen er a tions, ampli fy ing the female skew in mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion, but 
our data do not sup port this sup po si tion. The pre dom i nance of peo ple of Indigenous 
descent among higher-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials sug gests that  imag ery of Amer i can 
Indi ans  might  be  par tic u larly  influ en tial  for  sec ond-plus-gen er a tion  indi vid u als’ 
embrace of a mixed iden tity. Liebler (2010:138) referred to the gen der ing of such 
ste reo types by jux ta pos ing “Indian prin cess” ver sus “war rior”  images, for exam-
ple (see also Jacobs 1991), although it is unclear why one would be more appeal-
ing than the other. Here an inquiry into “eth nic options” (Waters 1990) or “racial 
apprais als” (Roth 2018) exam in ing how higher-gen er a tion mul ti ra cial peo ple eval-
u ate  their choices—and why men and women might per ceive  them dif fer ently—
would be of real use.
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Racial Regimes: Why Might Racial Ancestry Combinations Explain Differences  
in Awareness and Self-iden ti fi ca tion?

In  many  respects,  the  Black  and  Indigenous  racial  clas si fi ca tion  regimes  that  we 
employ exhibit com pa ra ble out comes  in self-iden ti fi ca tion, which dif fer  from both 
His panic and Asian regimes. For exam ple, the Black and Indigenous regimes yield 
rel a tively  lower  rates of mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion and sim i lar gen der and gen-
er a tion pat terns, whereas the lat ter two show the highest over all rates of mul ti ra cial 
self-iden ti fi ca tion. We expect that the dis tinc tion between Black and Indigenous out-
comes and the pat terns observed in other regimes stems from the role of large-scale 
immi gra tion from Asia and Latin America in the wake of the 1965 Immigration and 
Nationality Act. Asian and His panic pop u la tions  in  the United States have greater 
for eign-born  shares  and  shallower pools of higher-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials.  Indeed, 
prior research using these data found that 62% of indi vid u als reporting Asian-White 
ances try were first-gen er a tion mul ti ra cials, as were 36% of peo ple reporting His panic-
White  ances try  and  27%  of  those  reporting  Black-His panic  ances try;  con versely, 
just  2%  of  indi vid u als  reporting  Black-Indian  ances try,  8%  of  peo ple  reporting 
White-Indian ances try, and 13% of peo ple reporting Black-White ances try iden ti fied 
their par ents with dif fer ent sin gle races (Morning and Saperstein 2018).

We posit  that  the  rel a tive nov elty of Asian—and  to a  lesser extent, His panic—
mix ture in  the United States may sub ject mul ti ra cial Amer i cans with those ori gins 
to dif fer ent racial clas si fi ca tion log ics and con com i tant gen der ste reo types. Our find-
ings align with Gullickson and Morning (2011)  in suggesting a mean ing ful divide 
rooted in U.S. demo graphic his tory between this newer mixedness and Black, White, 
or Indigenous mul ti ra cial ism. Rather than established clas si fi ca tion regimes shaped 
by early and  legally enforced norms of  “mulatto”  (Black-White) hypodescent  and 
“mixed-blood”  (Indian-White)  hyperdescent,  the  treat ment  of Asian  and His panic 
mix ture is less clear-cut and more emer gent.15 The dif fer ing degree of institutional-
ization for these regimes could impact how much mixed-ances try mat ters for racial 
cat e go ri za tion, every day inter ac tions, and life chances.

For  exam ple,  emerg ing  and  established  regimes may  dif fer  in  the  val u a tion  of 
mixed-race  peo ple.  For  start ers,  the  newer  regimes  seem  to  allow  for—and  even 
priv i lege—mul ti ra cial  self-iden ti fi ca tion,  whereas  the  established  regimes  his tor i-
cally stig ma tized mixed ori gins. The newer regimes’ dis tinct treat ment of multiracial-
ity coin cides with a cul tural deval u a tion of Whiteness, which some youn ger peo ple 
equate with medi oc rity (Jiménez and Horowitz 2013). Equally impor tant, the growth 
of U.S. Asian and His panic pop u la tions coin cides with an era ush ered  in by 1967 
legal i za tion of  inter ra cial mar riage nation wide, where mixed-race Amer i cans have 
increas ingly per ceived rec og ni tion of  their mul ti ple ori gins as an  ideal and a  right 
(DaCosta 2007; Hernández 2018; Skerry 2002).

15  Collectively, our results sug gest the His panic regime not only dif fers from the Black and Indigenous 
regimes but also dif fers  some what  from  the Asian  regime. Latinidad  today  is asso ci ated with both  the 
oldest and the newest roots in North America, with both a very long and a very recent expe ri ence of racial 
mix ture. This might help to explain why, for exam ple, higher-gen er a tion His panic mul ti ra cials have the 
low est gen er a tional attri tion in self-iden ti fi ca tion (whereas those in the Asian regime have the highest).
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Stereotypes aris ing from emer gent regimes also may be gen dered dif fer ently than 
those asso ci ated with established regimes. We con tend there is no part-Asian his tor i-
cal fig ure com pa ra ble to the (tragic) “mulatta” in the U.S. cul tural imag i nary, and the 
mes tiza of yes ter year is not iden ti cal to the half-Latina of today (Bost 2003; Joseph 
2013; Zackodnik 2004). To be sure, Asian and His panic Amer i cans were not spared 
anti-mis ce ge na tion laws (Karthikeyan and Chin 2002; Menchaca 2008) and con tinue 
to con front racial ste reo types that are gen dered and weighted with sex ual infer ences 
(Balistreri et al. 2015; Chou et al. 2015; Kim and Chung 2005; Lu and Wong 2013; 
Prasso  2005; Rodríguez  2008). However,  those  ste reo types  do  not  invoke mixed-
race peo ple spe cifi  cally, unlike images that cir cu lated in French and Dutch Southeast 
Asian col o nies (Saada 2011; Stoler 1989). In the absence of explic itly gen dered sym-
bols of Asian or Latina mixedness,  there  is  lit tle  rea son  to expect mul ti ra cial self-
iden ti fi ca tion would be more appeal ing to women than men (or vice versa).

Indeed, it is too soon to say what racial clas si fi ca tion norms may form for Amer i cans 
with mixed Asian or His panic ances try—or whether any such complexes will con sol-
i date. Yet the dis tinc tion we find between their self-iden ti fi ca tion pat terns and those of 
Amer i cans with mixed Afri can or Indigenous ances try speaks to the exis tence of dif fer-
ent mul ti ra cial isms, with dis tinct log ics and expe ri ences (Strmic-Pawl 2016), grounded 
in the his tory of var ied racialized groups’ incor po ra tion in the United States.

The Sociopolitical Context and Consequences of Multiraciality’s Feminization

Multiraciality today is often interpreted in the pub lic sphere as both proof and cat a lyst 
of racial prog ress. Mixed-race peo ple have been cast in a role of bridg ing racial divi-
des (Corrin and Cook 1999; Strmic-Pawl 2016), co-opted by the media to sym bol ize a 
post-racial soci ety (Strmic-Pawl 2014), and even held up as proof that color-con scious 
anti-dis crim i na tion laws are no lon ger nec es sary or desir able (Hernández 2018). Less 
noted are the roles that the fem i ni za tion and sexualization of multiraciality play in this 
post-racial nar ra tive, even though some schol ars have argued that femininized rep re-
sen ta tion serves to soften the blow of White demo graphic decline (Bost 2003:2).

More gen er ally, ren der ing multiraciality as fem i nine and beau ti ful seems to defang 
it  as  a  poten tial  polit i cal  force.  For  exam ple,  recent  inter views  with  mixed-race 
women documented a desire to find a mid dle ground that “actively works to avoid 
cre at ing dis com fort”  stem ming  from “issues  deemed polit i cal”  (Buggs 2017:544). 
Others have suggested that the White moth ers who led the mul ti ra cial move ment of 
the late twen ti eth cen tury depoliticized its agenda, pri or i tiz ing rec og ni tion of inter-
ra cial fam i lies and mul ti ra cial chil dren over Civil Rights–era anti rac ism that relied 
on  mutu ally  exclu sive  racial  categories  for  iden ti fy ing  pat terns  of  dis crim i na tion 
(Nakashima 2001; Williams 2006). Similarly, Ibrahim (2012:25) per ceived gen der at 
work in “a mater nal mul ti ra cial ism that neu tral izes iden tity pol i tics. . . .  Civil rights 
enforce ment is some how reconfigured, through mater nity, as anti thet i cal to state rec-
og ni tion of per sonal  lib erty.” Thus,  the por trayal of multiraciality by both pop u lar 
media and its aca demic crit ics has been dis pro por tion ately fem i nine.

Still,  the  find ings  presented  in  this  arti cle  sug gest  that  the  gen der ing  of multi-
raciality  is  at  once  a more  com plex  and more  lim ited  phe nom e non  than  pre vi ous 
research has suggested. Prior asso ci a tions of fem i nin ity with mixed iden tity are par-
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tially attrib ut  able to less com pre hen sive data but also may reflect a cul tur ally circum-
scribed  scope  of  inquiry wherein  first-gen er a tion, Black-White  indi vid u als—often 
women—some how seemed the nat u ral choice for explor ing multiraciality. We con-
tend that the gen eral exclu sion of peo ple with Indigenous or gene a log i cally dis tant 
mixed-race ances try reflects not only some thing about the Amer i can his tor i cal imag-
i nary, obsessed with Black-White dif fer ence, but also some thing about con tem po rary 
mul ti ra cial sym bol ism. In other words, how mixed-race iden ti ties have been empir-
i cally  inves ti gated  is  reveal ing of  the polit i cal and social work  that  fem i nized and 
sex u al ized mul ti ra cial imag ery does today.

The gen der ing of multiraciality, by defi  ni tion, is not a neu tral nar ra tive or ico nog ra-
phy. Broader forces clearly shape what demog ra phers, soci ol o gists, and psy chol o gists 
have so often approached as a mat ter of indi vid ual iden tity choices. The polit i cal exi-
gen cies and social res o nance of a fem i nized multiraciality likely have reper cus sions not  
only for indi vid u als’ aware ness of mixed-race ances try and mul ti ra cial self-iden ti fi ca tion 
but also for how social sci en tists con struct inqui ries into such pro cesses. ■
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