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IntRODuctIOn/OvERvIEw
Discrimination based on racial, ethnic, gender, and 
sexual orientation1 is one of the central experi-
ences that continue to plague the United States. 
The research literature has consistently docu-
mented the differences in outcomes due to dis-
crimination for such populations (Anderson 2013; 
Reskin 2012). As a result of discrimination,  several 
populations have experienced social inequalities, 
which have affected their livelihoods and overall 
well-being (Branscombe, Schmitt, and Harvey 
1999; Harrell 2000; Leonardelli and Tormala 
2003). Although scholars in the social  sciences 
have developed a sustained interest in exploring 
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Abstract
Discrimination based on one’s racial or ethnic background is one of the oldest and most perverse practices 
in the united States. Although much research has relied on self-reported racial categories, a growing 
body of research is designed to measure race through socially assigned race. Socially assigned or ascribed 
race measures how individuals feel they are classified by other people. In this study, the authors draw on 
the socially assigned race literature and explore the impact of socially assigned race on experiences with 
discrimination using a 2011 nationally representative sample of Latina/os (n = 1,200). Although much of the 
current research on Latina/os has been focused on aggregation across national-origin group members, this 
study marks a deviation in the use of socially assigned race and national origin to understand how being 
ascribed as Mexican is associated with experiences of discrimination. the authors find evidence that being 
ascribed as Mexican increases the likelihood of experiencing discrimination relative to being ascribed as 
white or Latina/o. Furthermore, the authors find that being misclassified as Mexican (ascribed as Mexican 
but not of Mexican origin) is associated with a higher likelihood of experiencing discrimination compared 
with being ascribed as white, ascribed as Latina/o, and correctly ascribed as Mexican. the authors provide 
evidence that socially assigned race is a valuable complement to self-identified race/ethnicity for scholars 
interested in assessing the impact of race/ethnicity on a wide range of outcomes.
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how discrimination influences the lives of commu-
nities of color (Keith and Herring 1991; Jud and 
Walker 1977; Reskin 2012; Williams 1999; 
Williams, Neighbors, and Jackson 2003), with our 
examination we seek to delve “deeper” into the 
dynamics of discrimination within the panethnic 
Latina/o community by assessing how discrimina-
tion varies on the basis of how Latinos are viewed 
by others.

Extant research has identified strong relation-
ships between racial discrimination and many out-
come domains. Such outcomes include group 
identity (Banfield and Dovidio 2013; Branscombe 
et al. 2012; Clark and Clark 1949; Sellers et al. 
2006), political behaviors (Schildkraut 2005), men-
tal and physical health (Brodish et al. 2011; Stuber 
et al. 2003; Williams et al. 2003), and generational 
health (Goosby and Heidbrink 2013; Nicklett 
2011). Social scientists have also discovered corre-
lating relationships between discrimination and 
other domains, such as home ownership and hous-
ing conditions (Painter, Gabriel, and Myers 2001; 
Turner et al. 2002; Williams, Nesiba, and McConnell 
2005), harsher criminal penalties (Steffensmeier, 
Ulmer, and Kramer 1998), negative labor market 
outcomes (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004), and 
segmented consumer markets (Harris, Henderson, 
and Williams 2005).

Although this research area is extensive and 
has increased our understanding of the role, 
impact, and disparity that discrimination plays in 
the lives of many people of color in the United 
States, our additional examination can contribute 
to distinctions for the bases of discriminatory 
behaviors and “targeted” groups. The aim of our 
analysis is to shed light on discrimination and 
race/ethnicity measurement in three specific areas 
within this larger literature: (1) the identification 
of contributors of discrimination with the rela-
tively lesser studied Latina/o population, (2) the 
role of socially ascribed race (how others view 
one in society) on discrimination, and (3) unpack-
ing of the panethnic classification of Latina/os by 
exploring national origin variations in discrimina-
tion (i.e., the Mexican-origin population) relative 
to being misclassified as Mexican when one is 
from a different national-origin group. The results 
of this analysis will advance our collective knowl-
edge of the central concept of discrimination by 
providing some perspective on how being viewed 
as Mexican by others drives discrimination expe-
riences within the largest minority population in 
the United States.

DIScRIMInAtIOn AnD tHE 
LAtInA/O POPuLAtIOn
Discrimination can be defined as the unequal treat-
ment of an individual on the basis of specific and 
unique characteristics. According to the U.S. Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (2009), 
these characteristics can include a person’s age, 
disability status, national origin, race or color, reli-
gion, and sexual orientation. Race is defined as a 
group of people identified as distinct from other 
groups because of physical or genetic traits shared 
by the group. Ethnicity is defined as the state of 
belonging to a social group that has a common 
national or cultural tradition. Most directly tied to 
our analysis, discrimination on the basis of one’s 
race/ethnicity has become one of the most debat-
able and stimulating social issues in the United 
States and among the most studied among social 
scientists. However, a vast majority of this work 
focuses on the African American population 
(Aguirre and Turner 2004; Chae et al. 2010; Chae, 
Lincoln, and Jackson 2011; Chae, Nuru-Jeter, and 
Adler 2012; Dotterer, McHale, and Crouter 2009; 
Odom and Vernon-Feagans 2010; Roberts et al. 
2008; Seaton, Yip, and Sellers 2009; Sellers et al. 
2003; Smalls et. al. 2007).

Given our review of the literature, a large share 
of the research has focused on discrimination rela-
tive to African Americans, but less work has 
focused on Latina/os. Although there has been 
some important work focused on the discrimina-
tion experiences of other groups, including Latina/
os (Araujo and Borrell 2006; Chou, Asnaani, and 
Hofmann 2012; Darity, Dietrich, and Hamilton 
2005; Lorenzo-Blanco et al. 2013; Molina and 
Simon 2013; Ornelas and Hong 2012; Trevino and 
Ernst 2012), we know far less about the implica-
tions of discrimination within the panethnic 
Latina/o population.

Although limited, there is literature suggesting 
that Latina/os experience discrimination to a simi-
lar degree as other racial or ethnic groups (Gee 
et al. 2006; LaVeist, Rolley, and Diala 2003; 
Stuber et al. 2003), with many Latina/os reporting 
discriminatory experiences similar to those of 
African Americans (Golash-Boza and Darity 
2008). Furthermore, as documented in the existing 
research, historically Latina/os have faced and con-
tinue to face substantial discrimination in their 
workplaces and neighborhoods and in the public 
education system (Lopez, Morin, and Taylor 2010; 
Pew Research Center 2007). Recent work situated 
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in South Florida, for example, links discrimination 
and mental health among Latina/o youth, suggest-
ing a significant link between depression and 
Latina/os with darker skin compared with Latina/os 
of a lighter skin complexion (Burgos and Rivera, 
2009). Our growing but still limited knowledge of 
how discrimination manifests itself among 
Latina/os is important because of the increased 
presence of the Latina/o population in the United 
States, its sociopolitical makeup, and the notewor-
thy diversity within the panethnic Latina/o popula-
tion. Greater knowledge and understanding can 
highlight the ways in which discrimination affects 
lives in this community.

Although it may appear as though the daily 
experiences of Latina/os mirror those of African 
Americans within the context of racial/ethnic dis-
crimination, there are some important differences 
between these two large racial/ethnic groups. These 
differences have implications for the nature and 
extent to which discrimination can affect the life 
chances of Latina/os, as well as how researchers 
approach their analyses of discrimination on this 
population. For example, Latina/os who have 
immigrated to the United States relatively recently 
may face discrimination because of their immigra-
tion and legal status (Finch, Kolody, and Vega 
2000; Rumbaut 1994). Similarly, language has 
been a source of discrimination experiences among 
Latina/os (Pew Research Center 2007; Haubert 
Weil 2009; Kossoudji 1988). These factors suggest 
that research focused on discrimination aimed at 
Latina/os will need to be sensitive to some of these 
nuances specific to the population that may predict 
discrimination experiences. Our analysis includes 
measures for these factors.

Although there are some factors that may affect 
discrimination experiences specific to the paneth-
nic Latina/o population, there are others they share 
with African Americans. For example, skin color 
may be a factor that influences discrimination 
experiences for Latina/os, similar to research find-
ings for African Americans. Throughout U.S. his-
tory, racial and ethnic discrimination has been a 
major dilemma (Myrdal 1944), with individuals 
with darker skin complexion experiencing the 
greatest disadvantage (Du Bois 1899; Hunter 2002; 
Knapp et al. 1995; Rondilla and Spickard 2007; 
Stevenson 1996; Goldsmith, Hamilton, and Darity 
2006; Hamilton, Goldsmith, and Darity 2009). 
Some work has examined phenotypic discrimina-
tion among Latina/os in the United States on the 
basis of the 1990 Latino National Political Survey, 
finding that Mexicans and Cubans with darker skin 

complexion experience high levels of discrimina-
tion in the labor market, affecting their occupa-
tional chances (Murguia and Telles 1996; Espino 
and Franz 2002). We therefore include a measure 
of skin color in our models.

SOcIALLy ASSIgnED 
RAcE, StEREOtyPES, AnD 
DIScRIMInAtIOn OF MExIcAn 
ORIgIn
Although once widely debated, most scholars now 
agree that the notion of race is a sociopolitical con-
struct. As a result, race should not be interpreted as 
being scientific or anthropological in nature, 
because of the lack of a biological etiology (Vargas, 
Sanchez, and Kinlock 2015). Within the frame-
work of race being socially constructed, social sci-
ence research has provided two general approaches 
to measure race: self-identification and social 
assignment or ascribed race. Much of the research 
interested in exploring disparities across racial/ 
ethnic groups has typically relied on asking respon-
dents to self-identify their race/ethnicity in surveys 
(Campbell and Troyer 2011; Cheng and Powell 
2011; Lewis 2003; Roth 2010; Saperstein 2006, 
2012; Song and Aspinall 2012; Stepanikova 2010; 
Vargas 2014; Vargas 2015; Veenstra 2011). 
Although this approach has proved its value over 
time, some contend that people make determina-
tions about individuals’ race before asking them 
how they self-identify (Cheng and Powell 2011; 
Garcia et al. 2015; Irizarry 2015; Roth 2010; 
Saperstein 2006; Song and Aspinall 2012; 
Stepanikova 2010; Vargas 2014; Vargas et al. 2015; 
Veenstra 2011).

The notion that others may define one’s race 
regardless of one’s own identity is known as 
“socially assigned race” or “ascribed race,” and it 
has proved to be a very important measure in pre-
dicting the level of discrimination an individual 
will encounter as well his or her health outcomes. 
For example, Jones et al. (2008) demonstrated that 
if respondents self-identified as Hispanic, Native 
American, or mixed race but were socially assigned 
as White, they were more likely to report very good 
and excellent health compared with respondents 
who self-identified as the same races but who were 
ascribed as non-White (i.e., White advantage). 
Corroborating those findings, MacIntosh et al. 
(2013) recently demonstrated that respondents who 
self-identified as racial/ethnic minorities, but who 
were ascribed as White were more likely to receive 
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preventive vaccinations and less likely to report 
health care discrimination compared with respon-
dents ascribed as non-White.

In another work examining racial self- 
identification and perception by others, Saperstein 
and Penner (2010) investigated this relationship 
within the criminal justice system. The authors 
found that racial self-identification was strongly 
linked to one’s likelihood of being incarcerated  
and that the general population in America links 
“blackness” to negative traits and criminal status 
(Saperstein and Penner 2010). More specifically, 
those respondents who have been incarcerated were 
more likely to identify and be seen as black and 
more likely not identify or is perceived as White. 
This pattern among incarcerated respondents held 
up regardless of how they had been perceived and 
identified themselves previously (in that longitudi-
nal study). This literature suggests that being defined 
as White by others may have positive outcomes, and 
certain experiences or statuses (i.e., incarceration, 
welfare recipients, etc.) can have the effect of a 
negotiation process in which individuals are negoti-
ated with everyday interactions. Finally, their 
research introduces the fluidity of racial identifica-
tion over time and an individual’s circumstances.

We thus hypothesize that Latina/o respondents 
who are viewed by others as being White are less 
likely to report experiences with discrimination 
than those who are ascribed as Mexican or Latina/o. 
We do discuss later the stigmatization and the neg-
ative images that are associated with being Latina/o 
and/or Mexican. We are also interested in potential 
negative consequences associated with racial or 
ethnic misclassification.2 In work examining racial 
misclassification, Campbell and Troyer (2011) 
found that misclassified American Indians had 
higher rates of psychological distress. Similarly, in 
what scholars have labeled the “Whitening of 
Latina/os,” recent work by Vargas (2014) showed 
that respondents who report higher socioeconomic 
status and lighter skin are more likely to be viewed 
as White compared with respondents who have 
lower socioeconomic status and darker skin.

Our analysis intends to advance our understand-
ing of the bounds of racial misclassification by 
exploring the further specification of national-ori-
gin group members under the Latina/o panethnic 
umbrella. In this case, what are the consequences 
associated with being misidentified or classified as 
Mexican, as opposed to being White or Latina/o? 
Does being viewed by others as Mexican for non-
Mexican-origin respondents yield higher rates of 

discrimination than being viewed as White or 
Latina/o or being correctly classified as Mexican 
(ascribed as Mexican and of Mexican origin)? This 
research addresses how panethnic aggregation and 
national origin may mask important variations that 
are traditionally treated as noise (modeled in the 
error term) in quantitative analysis. Taking into 
account the heterogeneity and diversity of the 
Latina/o population in the United States, in this 
study we analyze the impact of being ascribed as 
Mexican on experiences with discrimination.

Latina/o subgroups tend to reside in different 
areas of the United States, can have different cultural 
practices and norms, have different immigration 
experiences, and have different levels of socioeco-
nomic status. However, it is unlikely that members 
of the general population make these important dis-
tinctions when interacting with Latina/os in the 
United States. We approach this analysis from the 
standpoint that the size of the Mexican-origin popu-
lation in the United States, historical perceptions, 
and current political context surrounding immigra-
tion policy can lead to greater discrimination for 
Latina/os who are viewed Mexican.

tHE MExIcAn-ORIgIn 
ExPERIEncE In tHE  
unItED StAtES
Mexican Americans are the largest Latina/o sub-
group, making up more than 65 percent of the total 
Latina/o population. Although historically situated 
in the Southwest, migration streams have spread 
the Mexican-origin population to the southern and 
northeastern parts of the United States, while 
expanding their presence in the Midwest and 
Southwest. Latina/os have been the largest “con-
tributor” to this country’s population’s growth 
rates, with the Mexican-origin population repre-
senting a substantial portion of that population’s 
growth. Concomitantly, the size and fast growth of 
the Latina/o population has been associated with a 
sense of fear of this group on the part of non- 
Hispanics (as affecting the racial/ethnic makeup of 
the nation, creating cultural and value differences, 
causing a preponderance of Spanish-language use, 
etc.) Individuals being identified Latina/os or, more 
specifically, as of Mexican origin may be more 
likely to experience discriminatory behavior. The 
added case of mistaken identity (i.e., perceived as 
Mexican when that it is not one’s national origin) 
can compound discrimination experiences. We 
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briefly outline the historical context of discrimina-
tion directed toward Mexicans in the United States 
and the current climate surrounding common per-
ceptions of Mexicans as primarily immigrants, 
especially undocumented ones.

As the largest segment of Latina/os, the Mexican-
origin community has been long-standing in the 
United States. Mexican presence in the current 
United States preceded the expansion of the United 
States into what is now the American Southwest 
(Gutierrez 1983). The aftermath of the Mexican-
American War resulted in the acquisition of the 
northwestern territory of Mexico and placed residing 
Mexicans under U.S. governance. Historically, those 
of Mexican origin have been stereotyped as lazy, 
dumb, morally deficient, and violent (Aguirre 1972). 
The field of Mexican American history has docu-
mented the pattern of discriminatory practices and 
negative stereotypes (Foley 1997; Ngai 2004; 
Vasquez 2010) in a variety of settings and locations.

In addition to individuals’ discriminatory behav-
iors, there have been institutional practices treating 
those of Mexican origin differentially. In 1930, the 
U.S. Census Bureau added the category “Mexican” 
as part of the range of racial categories (Gross 2003; 
Rodríguez 2000). At that time in history, it was per-
ceived that all Mexican laborers were of mixed 
race. Because of this instance, census enumerators 
were instructed to recognize individuals as 
Mexicans if they had been born in Mexico, had par-
ents born in Mexico, or could not be classified as 
being White, Negro, Indian, Chinese, or Japanese 
(Ortiz and Telles 2012). This practice occurred dur-
ing the 1930 census, but the separate racial category 
of Mexican was removed in subsequent censuses.

In addition, Mexican American children were 
part of a segregated school system in the Southwest 
(San Miguel 1987), with separate schools, the ratio-
nale referencing language and “negative cultural 
values and traditions.” In the late 1960s and early 
1970s, attempts to integrate the desegregated school 
systems in the Southwest designated Mexican 
Americans as White so as to integrate segregated 
African American schools with segregated Mexican 
schools. Several court cases in Denver, Corpus 
Christi, and Houston sought to designate Mexican 
Americans as an identifiable ethnic minority group 
for the purpose of school desegregation. In these 
jurisdictions, the courts recognized Mexican 
Americans as a distinct minority group for the pur-
pose of school assignments (Foley 1997; Menchaca 
1995). Mexicans also experienced segregated  
public facilities, lynching, and other discriminatory 

practices (Almaguer 1994; Barrera 1979) as well as 
a limited opportunity structure in employment, edu-
cation, and health care access and treatment. Thus 
our focus on those of Mexican origin as having sig-
nificance as “objects” of discriminatory treatment 
has a strong basis for paring out from the Latina/o 
panethnic grouping.

Two studies have examined how the perceived 
status of Mexican-origin respondents affects how 
others see them racially/ethnically. Buriel and 
Vasquez (1982) asked Mexican American and 
Anglo adolescents to assign characteristics (posi-
tive and negative) to Mexican-origin people. 
Consistently, Anglo adolescents had more negative 
ratings, whereas Mexican American adolescents 
were positive about their own group. The investi-
gators did find some negative shifts among second- 
and third-generation Mexican Americans. Their 
concluding comments suggested that greater expo-
sure to American culture and norms contributes to 
prevailing negative stereotypes in American soci-
ety. Finally, Ortiz and Telles examined the racial 
treatment of Mexican Americans who acknowl-
edge their history of racialization (Barrera 1979; 
Ortiz and Telles 2012; Telles and Ortiz 2012; 
Vasquez 2010). In that research, ascribed race or 
perceptions about being Mexican corresponded 
with experiences with discrimination. Key dimen-
sions of skin tone (Gomez 2000), educational 
attainment, dense social networks with other 
Mexicans, and interaction with Anglos contributed 
to greater incidence of discrimination. Mexican 
Americans with higher educational attainment 
have more contact with Anglos and experience a 
greater prevalence of negative Mexican-origin ste-
reotyping. The incidence of discrimination is 
greater in the workplace, in school settings, and 
with the police. Our brief coverage of the relation 
between being of Mexican origin and stereotypes 
and discrimination (Andrade 1982) ties to our cur-
rent research effort to examine the ascribed “cate-
gory” of Mexican origin in addition to the Latina/o 
and White racial categories. Differentiation within 
national-origin groups is an important area that has 
been relatively underresearched.

The legacy of discrimination directed toward 
the Mexican-origin population in the United States 
has been reinforced by the current anti-immigrant 
sociopolitical context. Analysis of public opinion 
data suggests that the U.S. population’s views 
toward immigration policy have become more con-
servative over time (Espenshade and Calhoun 
1993; Espenshade and Hempstead 1996; Harwood 
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1986), driven largely by a rise in undocumented 
immigration (Cornelius 1982; Passel 1986). 
Furthermore, research has also shown that the gen-
eral American population has associated the surge 
in the number of undocumented immigrants with 
increased levels of crime (Cornelius 1982) and an 
overall eradication of American political values 
(Day 1990; Huntington 2004; Schlesinger 1998).

Our theory, that being defined as Mexican 
leads to greater discrimination, is driven not only 
by a rise in conservatism but also by an association 
made by the mass public regarding negative views 
about immigration and the Mexican population. 
Using surveys from 2007 and 2008, Pérez (2010) 
found that negative attitudes toward Latina/o 
immigrants are associated with restrictive policy 
preferences toward both legal and undocumented 
immigrants. Using a survey experiment conducted 
in 2010, Hartman, Newman, and Bell (2014) found 
that racial antipathy toward Hispanics plays a role 
in anti-immigrant sentiment and in support for 
anti-immigrant policies. Furthermore, they found 
support for the idea that anti-immigrant sentiment 
and anti-immigrant policy preferences act in part 
as “coded” expressions of anti-Hispanic prejudice. 
Although this work does not make explicit that 
negative attitudes are specific to Mexicans, given 
the disproportionately high rate of migration from 
Mexico, it is very likely that Americans’ attitudes 
are directed specifically at those they believe to be 
Mexican.

The Department of Homeland Security reported 
more than 4.6 million removals between 1997 and 
2013,3 more than twice the total number of all 
deportations before this period (Golash-Boza and 
Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013). Directly tied to our the-
ory, the department reported that in 2013, more 
than 240,000 Mexicans were removed. That was 
more than five times the number of removals to the 
next highest country, Guatemala, at 47,000. 
Immigration policy scholars have also found that 
Mexicans are the primary target of border enforce-
ment efforts. For example, Lopez, Gonzalez-
Barrera, and Motel (2011) found that 73 percent of 
removals were of Mexicans, although undocu-
mented immigrants from Mexico represented only 
58 percent of undocumented immigrants present in 
the United States. For these reasons, we anticipate 
that non-Mexicans who are socially ascribed as 
being of Mexican origin will report higher levels of 
discrimination than other Latina/os in our sample, 
while controlling for the lived experiences of 
Latina/os (language, skin color, nativity, national 
origin, social economic status, and gender).

MEtHODS
Data Collection
For our analysis, we took advantage of a 2011 
Latino Decisions/ImpreMedia survey that was 
designed in collaboration with the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation Center for Health Policy at the 
University of New Mexico. Latino Decisions con-
ducted the field work for the survey and worked in 
conjunction with the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation Center for Health Policy to design a 
survey instrument focusing on health and Latina/os. 
The sample and design allowed us not only to test 
the relationship between socially assigned race and 
experiences with discrimination but also to explore 
the heterogeneous nature of the Latina/o experi-
ence. This is an ideal data set for our research ques-
tion, as we have built-in indicators of how Latina/
os believe they are classified in the United States as 
well as questions regarding national origin, nativ-
ity, acculturation, and citizenship. Taken together, 
this is the only nationally representative data set of 
Latina/os that measures socially assigned race, fea-
tures a discrimination variable, and contains key 
indicators used when studying Latina/os.

A total of 1,200 Latina/os were interviewed by 
telephone through two samples: 600 Latina/o regis-
tered voters and 600 nonregistered Latina/os. The 
nonvoter sample was added for the purpose of 
ensuring that our ability to explore the relationship 
between multiple measures of race and health 
related outcomes included noncitizens, who are 
obviously not included in registered voter samples. 
Given this design, half of the registered voting 
sample was foreign born, among the nonregistered 
sample, 63 percent of this sample was foreign born.

All phone calls were administered by Pacific 
Market Research (Renton, WA). The survey has an 
overall margin of error of ±4 percent, with an 
American Association for Public Opinion Research 
response rate of 29 percent. Latino Decisions 
selected the 21 states with the largest numbers of 
Latina/o registered voters, states that collectively 
account for more than 95 percent of the Latina/o 
electorate. Although this sample was designed to 
capture a large margin of Latina/o voters, these 
states also account for 91 percent of the overall 
Latina/o adult population. The voter sample was 
drawn from registered voters by using the official 
statewide databases of registered voters, main-
tained by elections officials in each of the 21 states. 
A separate list of Hispanic households was used to 
identify respondents for the nonvoter sample, 
which was designed to be proportionate to the 
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overall population in those states. Probability sam-
pling methods were used in both samples on the 
basis of the respective lists used to identify the uni-
verse of potential participants. Respondents were 
interviewed by telephone, and they could choose to 
be interviewed in either English or Spanish. A mix 
of cell phone–only and landline households were 
included in the sample, and both samples are 
weighted to match the 2010 Current Population 
Survey universe estimate of Latina/os and Latina/o 
voters for these 21 states with respect to age, place 
of birth, gender, and state. The survey was approxi-
mately 22 minutes long and was fielded from 
September 27, 2011, to October 9, 2011.

Measures
The primary outcome variable of interest is experi-
ence with discrimination using a single survey 
question: “Have you personally experienced dis-
crimination, or been treated unfairly because of 
your race or ethnicity?” The response categories 
for this measure are 0 = no and 1 = yes. This mea-
sure is specific to racial/ethnic discrimination, 
making it ideal for our analysis, and has been used 
in numerous studies (Gee et al. 2006, 2008; Harris 
et al. 2013; Hossain and Susan 2010; Ro and Choi 
2009). To provide context on this outcome, a 2007 
study by the Pew Hispanic Center showed that 
among Latina/o adults, 31 percent responded that 
they or a family member had experienced discrimi-
nation in 2002, 38 percent responded that they had 
experienced discrimination in 2006, and 41 percent 
responded that they or a family member had expe-
rienced discrimination in 2007 (Pew Hispanic 
Center 2007).

Our main explanatory variables are four mutu-
ally exclusive categories that are created using 
ascribed race and national origin survey questions. 
Our specific question on ascribed race was “How do 
other people usually classify you in the United 
States? Would you say you are primarily viewed by 
others as . . .? Please Select One.” The response cat-
egories for this variable are “Hispanic/Latina/o,” 
“Black/African American,” “White,” “American 
Indian/Native American,” “Mexican,” and “Some 
Other Group.” The categories of black/African 
American, American Indian/Native American, and 
some other group are dropped because of small sam-
ple sizes (n = 118). The three socially assigned race 
categories are White, Latina/o, and Mexican, total-
ing 1,082 respondents. We also make use of a 
national-origin question to create our match and 
mismatch categories among ascribed as Mexican 

respondents. The specific survey question was: 
“[Hispanics/Latinos] have their roots in many differ-
ent countries in Latin America. To what country do 
you or your family trace your ancestry? [open-ended 
with list of all countries].” Two categories make use 
of the national-origin question: Latina/os who are 
ascribed as Mexican but are not of Mexican origin 
and Latina/os who are ascribed as Mexican and who 
are of Mexican origin. The distribution on the 
national-origin indicator shows that Mexican-origin 
Latina/os make up the majority of respondents, rep-
resenting 52.75 percent of the sample, followed by 
Puerto Ricans (8.58 percent), Spanish (6.08 per-
cent), Cubans (4.67 percent), Colombians (2.75 per-
cent), Salvadorians (2.33 percent), Dominicans 
(2.25 percent), and Guatemalans (2 percent).

Finally, we control for a handful of measures 
that have been found to be correlated with discrimi-
nation in previous research. Among the demo-
graphic variables, we include standard measures of 
income, educational attainment, age, and gender. 
To assess income, we include several dummy vari-
ables representing different income categories: 
$40,000 to $60,000, $60,000 to $80,000, and more 
than $80,000, with less than $40,000 serving as the 
reference category. We also include a variable of 
“unknown” income in the model, which includes 
respondents who did not report their incomes as a 
means of saving cases. Finally, we control for cul-
tural factors, including nativity, language of survey, 
and self-reported skin color on a five-point scale 
(very light, 17.22 percent; light, 25.57 percent; 
medium, 47.36 percent; dark, 6.50 percent; very 
dark, 3.34 percent). Summary statistics for all vari-
ables used in this analysis are listed in Table 1.

Statistical Analysis
Our analytical approach is intended to determine 
the relationship between socially assigned race and 
experiences with discrimination within a nationally 
representative sample of Latina/o adults. Our pri-
mary focus is to determine the effect of being 
socially assigned as Mexican on reported discrimi-
nation compared with being socially assigned as 
Latina/o or White. We then focus on further decom-
posing the category of ascribed as Mexican to 
explore differences in the probability of experienc-
ing discrimination for respondents who are ascribed 
as Mexican but who are not of Mexican origin 
(being misclassified as Mexican) compared with 
respondents who are ascribed as Mexican and who 
are of Mexican origin, as well as respondents who 
are ascribed as White or Latina/o. We then conduct 
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a logistic regression analysis to examine the differ-
ences across socially assigned racial categories on 
the probability of experiencing discrimination.

RESuLtS
We begin with a discussion of the distributions from 
our sample (which are provided in Tables 1 and 2). 
Regarding our socially assigned categories (Table 2), 
a large segment of our sample indicated that they are 
socially ascribed as Latina/o or Hispanic (49.35 per-
cent). About 11.74 percent of our sample indicated 
that they are ascribed as White, and 38.72 percent 
are ascribed as Mexican. Among those ascribed as 
Mexican (421 respondents), 32.72 percent are not of 
Mexican origin (“mismatch-Mex”), compared with 
6.19 percent of respondents who are of Mexican ori-
gin (“match-Mex”), shown in the bottom half of 
Table 2. A cross-tabulation of our main dependent 
variable shows that 34.5 percent of our sample has 
experienced discrimination. The mean age in our 
sample is 52 years, and the majority of our respon-
dents have at least a high school education. 
Moreover, at least half of our sample completed the 
survey in Spanish, and just under half of the 

respondents indicated that they are of Mexican 
ancestry (43 percent), both consistent with national 
data on Latina/os from the U.S. census, except for 
Mexican ancestry, because about 64 percent of the 
Latina/o population is of Mexican ancestry. With 
regard to citizenship and nativity, just under half of 
our full sample is U.S. born, with a large majority 
reporting U.S. citizenship. In sum, our sample is 
representative of U.S. Latina/os, as the U.S. census 
estimates that about 63 percent of Latina/os older 
than 25 have a high school education, and about 74 
percent of Latina/os older than 5 speak Spanish at 
home.

Our logistic regression models 1 to 4 decom-
pose the category of ascribed as Mexican to explore 
differences in the probability of experiencing dis-
crimination for respondents who are viewed by 
others as being Mexican but who are not actually of 
Mexican origin (the reference category) compared 
with respondents who are accurately ascribed as of 
Mexican origin, as well as respondents ascribed as 
White or Latina/o. We estimate models 1 to 4 itera-
tively to first understand differences in discrimina-
tion controlling for age, education, gender, and 
language of interview (model 1). We then estimate 

Table 1. Summary Statistics (n = 985) using a 2011 Latino Decisions/ImpreMedia Survey.

variable Mean Standard Deviation Minimum Maximum

Discrimination .345 0 1
 Ascribed as white .117 0 1
 Ascribed as Latina/o .494 0 1
 Ascribed as Mexican .389 0 1
 Mismatch-Mex .062 0 1
 Match-Mex .327 0 1
Age 51.623 17.182 18 98
Educationa 3.471 1.547 1 6
Female .586 0 1
Spanish languageb .503 0 1
u.S. bornc .431 0 1
Skin colord 2.53 .962 1 5
Income  
 Missing .191 0 1
 <$40,000 .485 0 1
 $40,000–$60,000 .130 0 1
 $60,000–$80,000 .073 0 1
 >$80,000 .122 0 1

aResponse categories: 1 = grades 1 to 8, 2 = some high school, 3 = high school, 4 = some college, 5 = college 
graduate, 6 = postgraduate.
bInterview was conducted in Spanish.
cResponse categories: 0 = foreign born, 1 = u.S. born.
dResponse categories: 1 = very light, 2 = light, 3 = medium, 4 = dark, 5 = very dark.
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this model and include nativity (model 2), income 
(model 3), and skin color (model 4) to isolate the 
effects of nativity, income, and skin color on expe-
riences with discrimination.4

As shown in Table 3 (models 1 to 4), we can 
conclude that respondents who are mistakenly 
ascribed as being of Mexican origin compared with 
White or Latina/o, or who are accurately ascribed 
as being Mexican, experience higher levels of dis-
crimination. In fact, among respondents who are 
ascribed as being White, the odds of experiencing 
discrimination are 67 percent lower (p < .001) than 
among respondents who are misclassified as 
Mexican, holding all else constant. Respondents 
who are ascribed as being Latina/o or Hispanic 
have odds of reporting discrimination 59 percent 
(p < .001) lower than those for respondents who are 
misclassified as being Mexican, holding all else 
constant. Finally, for respondents who are of 
Mexican origin and accurately classified as being 
Mexican, the odds of experiencing discrimination 
decrease by 51 percent (p < .05) compared with 
non-Mexican-origin Latina/os who are misclassi-
fied as Mexican, holding all else constant.

To help visualize these relationships, we com-
puted the predicated probabilities of experiencing 
discrimination for each of the ascribed race catego-
ries of theoretical interest, holding all else constant. 
These relationships are shown in Figure 1, and we 
find that respondents who are socially assigned as 
White report the lowest probability of experiencing 
discrimination (27 percent), followed by those 
ascribed as Latino (31 percent). Moreover, we find 
that respondents who are correctly classified as 
Mexican are 35 percent likely to experience dis-
crimination. Last, respondents who are misclassi-
fied as being Mexican when they are from other 

national-origin groups are most likely to experi-
ence discrimination (52 percent). This confirms 
that Latinos who are viewed as Mexican by others 
face greater discrimination in U.S. society than 
Latinos viewed as White. This figure provides 
strong visual support for our primary theory that 
Latina/os who are misclassified as Mexican have a 
greater likelihood of experiencing discrimination, 
even after accounting for the internal variation 
among the Latina/o population and other potential 
sources of discrimination in our models.

In addition to our measures of socially assigned 
race, among the control variables, only education 
and nativity (being U.S. born) proved to be signifi-
cant. In line with the extant literature on the rela-
tionship between education and discrimination, 
education is positively correlated with experienc-
ing discrimination among Latina/os. We also find 
that being born in the United States also increases 
one’s likelihood of experiencing discrimination, 
which has shown to be the case in studies focused 
on immigrants. We do not find evidence that age, 
income, gender, or skin color is a factor in experi-
encing discrimination among our sample. Finally, 
language of interview is not an important factor in 
experienced discrimination. The lack of a signifi-
cant relationship between skin color and discrimi-
nation is somewhat surprising given the strong 
correlation identified in the literature. However, 
these studies have not accounted for the more 
recently developed concept of ascribed race.

DIScuSSIOn AnD 
cOncLuSIOnS
The focus of the present work was to take an in-
depth look at the effects of socially assigned race 

Table 2. cross-tabulation of Ascribed Race and Mismatch categories using a 2011 Latino Decisions/
ImpreMedia Survey.

variable variable name

Ascribed  
Race Survey  
Response

country of  
Origin Survey  

Response
number of  

Observations Percentage

Original Ascribed as white white 127 11.74
 Ascribed as Latina/o Latina/o 534 49.35
 Ascribed as Mexican Mexican 421 38.91
creation of mismatch categories
Mismatcha Mismatch-Mex Mexican Other than 

Mexico
67 32.72

 Match-Mex Mexican Mexico 354 6.19

aMismatch categories (separating respondents ascribed as Mexican [n = 421] by country of origin).
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on discrimination among the Latina/o population in 
the United States, with a particular focus on the 
relationship between being accurately classified 
and misclassified as being Mexican and discrimi-
nation. We find that being ascribed as Mexican, 
compared with being ascribed as White or Latina/o, 
increases one’s likelihood of experiencing discrim-
ination among Latinos in the United States. 
Moreover, once we decompose the category of 
ascribed as Mexican, we find that non-Mexican-
origin Latina/os who are misclassified as Mexican 
report the highest levels of discrimination, even 
after taking into consideration age, education, 
income, nativity, language, gender, and skin color, 
all key components of the Latina/o experience. 
These findings are important, as they highlight dif-
ferentiating discriminatory effects on Latina/o sub-
groups that would be hidden or overlooked if 
aggregated across Latina/o subgroups.

These findings suggest that being socially 
assigned as Mexican carries with it a heavy burden 
and speaks to the systematic racialization that 
exists for Latina/os, particularly for Mexicans. 
Findings from this research highlight the racializa-
tion and the historical legacy of discrimination 
among Mexican-origin populations. Research on 
Mexican Americans has provided evidence of the 
racialization of this group, both historically and in 
contemporary life in the United States (Almaguer 
1994; Barrera 1979; Foley 1997; Gomez 2007; 
Massey 2009; Vasquez 2010). An extended pattern 
of labor migrants has placed many Mexican 

Americans at the lower end of the economic hierar-
chy and their historic placement near the bottom of 
the racial hierarchy (Montejano 1987). This was 
preceded by the conquest of the original Mexican 
inhabitants of the American Southwest, which fos-
tered notions about a distinct racial category of 
“Mexican” in the prevalent public sphere. Mexican-
origin persons encounter significant racial barriers, 
which have resulted in limited opportunities for 
them. Ortiz and Telles (2012) demonstrated that 
Mexican Americans lag educationally and eco-
nomically even after several generations in the 
United States as a result of this treatment. They 
have been thus limited to mostly working-class 
jobs and prevented from successfully integrating 
into middle class society.

Although Latinos of Mexican origin are more 
likely to report discrimination than Latinos from 
other backgrounds, interestingly, we find that dis-
crimination experiences are even more likely for 
Latinos who are mistaken for being Mexican. We 
believe that this may be driven by not only the 
racialization of the Mexican population in the 
United States but also by the variation in discrimi-
nation experiences among Mexican Americans. 
The interrelationship between a historical legacy of 
discrimination among third-generation Mexican 
Americans who are middle class and structurally 
integrated into U.S. occupations, institutions, and 
mainstream culture is the focus of research by 
Vasquez (2010). She described these Mexican 
Americans as living at an identity and cultural 

Figure 1. Adjusted predicted probabilities of logistic coefficients for regression of socially assigned race 
on experienced discrimination using a 2011 Latino Decisions/ImpreMedia Survey (n = 959).
Note: controlling for age, gender, education, income, nativity, language of interview, and skin color (all of which were 
set to their mean or mode values).
*p < .10, **p < .05, and ***p < .01 for the differences between mismatched Mexican (ascribed as Mexican but not of 
Mexican origin) and matched Mexican (ascribed as Mexican and of Mexican origin), ascribed as Latino, and ascribed as 
white.
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“crossroads,” whereby respondents who are either 
part European or have lighter skin and hair colors 
have “flexible ethnicity,” enabling them to traverse 
multiple racial terrains with some dexterity 
(Anzaldúa 1987). This could lead many Mexican 
Americans to report lower levels of discrimination 
than non-Mexicans who are ascribed as Mexican, 
particularly when we control for skin color.

Our research findings reconfirm the importance 
of examining national-origin groups within the 
panethnic groupings to examine differential effects 
and/or compounded consequences of being of 
Latina/o and Mexican origin. However, we find 
that personal identification choices can hit a wall of 
racialization, as well, whereas “Mexican ethnicity 
is in large part determined by things much greater 
than our personal volition” (Macias 2006:xiii). 
This highlights the importance of thinking beyond 
self-identification for measurement of race, ethnic-
ity, and, in this case, national origin. Our measure-
ment approach of not only using an ascribed 
identity but combining that with the more tradi-
tional self-identification measure has led to what 
we believe is an important suggestion for the mea-
surement of important concepts central to scholars 
interested in race and ethnicity. Particularly in 
today’s sociodemographic climate, in which immi-
gration attitudes appear to be influencing relation-
ships across racial groups, assessing how being 
mistaken for a negatively viewed group affects out-
comes such as discrimination is both timely and 
important. These results hold even after controlling 
for regional variation, emphasizing the need to rep-
licate our measurement approach in future work.

Our findings also highlight interesting patterns 
for the relationship between education and experi-
ences with discrimination, in that higher educated 
Latina/os are more likely to report experiences 
with discrimination. One plausible explanation for 
this relationship is that with greater levels of educa-
tion, Latina/os are put into positions that require 
more contact with more non-Latina/o coworkers 
and neighbors (Ortiz and Telles 2012). This 
increased contact could then lead to an increased 
chance of experiencing discrimination. For exam-
ple, research has shown that higher income and 
older African Americans are more likely to experi-
ence discrimination than their less educated and 
lower income counterparts (Halanych et al. 2011). 
In line with the extant literature on the relationship 
between education and discrimination, education is 
positively correlated with experiencing discrimina-
tion among Latina/os (Berkel et al. 2010; Ortiz and 
Telles 2012; Pérez, Fortuna, and Alegría 2008). We 

also find that nativity (being U.S. born) proved to 
be positively associated with experiencing discrim-
ination, which has shown to be the case in studies 
focused on immigrants (Córdova and Cervantes 
2010; Finch et al. 2000; Pérez et al. 2008; Perez, 
Sribney, and Rodríguez 2009).

Although we believe this study has important 
implications for social scientists, we acknowledge 
that there are a number of unsettled issues with our 
analysis due to the limitations inherent to the 
research design. Most prominently, scholars in the 
future should consider how the race of the discrimi-
nation agent may influence the impact of discrimi-
nation on Latina/os’ well-being. The Latino 
National Survey (Hu-Dehart et al. 2006) revealed 
that although the majority of respondents who 
reported experiences with discrimination indicated 
that they had been discriminated against by White 
individuals in their last discrimination experience 
(64.7 percent), another 12.6 percent reported being 
discriminated against by other Latina/os, 8.3 per-
cent by African Americans, and 3.4 percent by 
Asian Americans. We encourage survey research-
ers to develop an instrument that provides the 
power to conduct this analysis, as it may be possi-
ble that the experience of being discriminated by 
someone from one’s own ethnic group could have a 
pronounced impact on one’s well-being. Further-
more, it would be very interesting to see if the find-
ings of this study travel to other populations that 
have been socially assigned with negative stereo-
types. For example, does being ascribed as some-
one of Middle Eastern descent, or as an African 
American, lead to similar experiences of discrimi-
nation among other racial or ethnic communities? 
These are questions we hope to see other researches 
take on, replicating our measurement approach 
with data tailored to these purposes.

As the United States continues to be more 
racially and ethnically diverse, understanding how 
the lives of individuals in society vary by race and 
ethnicity becomes more critical, particularly for 
panethnic groups (Asians, Native Americans, and 
Latina/os). This comes at a time when the Census 
Bureau is developing numerous experiments on 
how to eliminate missing data among Latina/o 
respondents when asked the question regarding 
self-reported race. We advocate for approaching 
the task of measuring race and ethnicity from the 
standpoint of ascribed race, in addition to tradi-
tional measures of self-reported race. This requires 
moving beyond single measures of race and/or eth-
nicity, which are usually constructed through self-
identification. We believe that the approach we 
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take in this analysis can be applied with other out-
comes in mind. It is likely that if being mistakenly 
classified as Mexican leads to higher rates of dis-
crimination, this could also lead to negative health 
outcomes, such as depression, decreased wages, 
and potentially a greater sense of commonality 
with other Latina/os. We encourage scholars to 
continue the advancement of our measures of race 
and ethnicity in an effort to better reflect the lived 
experience of these communities with our mea-
surement approaches. We also encourage scholars 
to include other Latin American national-origin 
response categories within the ascribed race ques-
tion, a task that has not been examined at this time, 
to test for response bias.
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nOtES
 1. For this research, we focused our attention on dis-

crimination specifically against Hispanic/Latina/os 
living in the United States.

 2. By misclassification, we refer to situations in which 
an individual self-identifies with a particular racial/
ethnic group, and the ascribed racial/ethnic identifi-
cation is of a different racial/ethnic group.

 3. Our calculations using Department of Homeland 
Security data (2010 Yearbook of Immigration 
Statistics for fiscal years 1997 through 2010) and 
annual departmental announcements of year-end 
removal statistics for fiscal years 2011 through 
2013 (http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics).

 4. Prior to decomposing the category of ascribed 
as Mexican by national origin to create our mis-
classification measure, we ran a logistic model 
on experiences with discrimination prior to the 
misclassification analysis that controls for age, 
education, gender, income, and language of inter-
view. Here we find that being socially assigned as 
Mexican compared with being socially assigned as 
White or Hispanic/Latina/o increases the probabil-
ity of reporting discrimination. In fact, for Latina/
os who are ascribed as being Mexican, the odds of 
experiencing discrimination increase by 41.3 per-
cent (p < .05) compared with Latina/os who are 
ascribed as White, holding all else constant. For 
Latina/o respondents who are ascribed as being 
Mexican, the odds of experiencing discrimination 
increase by 26.2 percent (p < .05) compared with 
Latina/os who are ascribed as Latina/o/Hispanic, 
holding all else constant.
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