Technical notes on race and ethnicity classification in New York City HIV surveillance data
in the October 2009 HIV Epidemiology and Field Services Program (HEFSP) Semiannual
Report and subsequent HEFSP publications
Introduction. This document provides technical notes on classification and presentation of race
and ethnicity by the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s HIV Epidemiology
and Field Services Program. New York City (NYC), along with more than 50 other public health
reporting jurisdictions in the United States, reports the race and ethnicity of HIV cases to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as part of the nationally notifiable disease
surveillance system. While data on race and ethnicity data has been collected on all reported
HIV-infected cases since AIDS surveillance began in NYC in 1981, classification and presentation
of race and ethnicity has changed over time as national standards evolved and federal guidelines
have been revised (1-3).
Collection of race and ethnicity information. Since the establishment of public health
surveillance for AIDS, and later HIV, in NYC, HEFSP has collected race and ethnicity data that
meet federal standards for classification. Most recently, federal guidelines have required that at
least five race categories and one ethnicity category be collected (3). The five race categories
are: American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black or African American; Native Hawaiian or
Other Pacific Islander; and White; the ethnicity category is “Hispanic or Latino.” Also consistent
with federal guidelines, HEFSP’s data systems allow for the retention of all race information when
multiple races are reported. Ethnicity data are collected such that cases fall into the ethnicity
categories of “Hispanic or Latino,” “Not Hispanic or Latino,” or “Unknown.” HEFSP collects and
maintains ethnicity information separately from race information, so persons of Hispanic or Latino
ethnicity have a separate race classification.
Presentation of race and ethnicity information in HEFSP publications prior to the October
2009 HEFSP Semiannual Report.
Race and ethnicity information collected as part of routine surveillance is used as the basis for the
data presented in the combined race/ethnicity variable presented in HEFSP surveillance reports,
annual surveillance tables, and standard slide sets. In past HEFSP publications, the combined
race/ethnicity variable of NYC HIV surveillance data included the following six categories:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Black
Hispanic
White
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American
Other/unknown

Cases with the ethnicity “Hispanic or Latino” were grouped in the race/ethnicity category
“Hispanic,” regardless of their race classification. Cases represented in the other five
race/ethnicity categories had an ethnicity that was either “Not Hispanic or Latino” or “unknown.”
Cases included in the categories “Black,” “White,” and “Native American,” were drawn from the
corresponding race categories “Black or African American,” “White,” and “American Indian or
Alaska Native,” respectively. Cases represented in the race/ethnicity category “Other/unknown”
included both those cases with two or more races and those whose race information was missing
from source documents or was otherwise unknown. Cases represented in the “Asian/Pacific
Islander” category were drawn from the race categories “Asian” and “Native Hawaiian or Other
Pacific Islander.”
Presentation of race and ethnicity information in the October 2009 HEFSP Semiannual
Report and subsequent HEFSP publications.
Beginning with the October 2009 Semiannual Report, HEFSP will discontinue its use of the
race/ethnicity category “Other/unknown.” A new race/ethnicity category named “Multiracial” will
be used to represent cases with two or more races. Cases in which race information was missing
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from source documents or is otherwise unknown will be included in the race/ethnicity category
“Unknown.” Cases whose race is “Asian” or “Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander” will
continue to be combined and reported within the single race/ethnicity category “Asian/Pacific
Islander.” The combined race/ethnicity variable of NYC HIV surveillance data now includes the
following seven categories:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Black
Hispanic
White
Asian/Pacific Islander
Native American
Multiracial
Unknown

The NYC HIV surveillance registry is a dynamic dataset, and case information changes over time
as new information is received. Information obtained from a medical record when a case is first
reported may change when new information is received, such as reports of HIV-related laboratory
tests or a death certificate. For these reasons, race information on a small proportion of cases
can change over time as new and more accurate information is received. HEFSP strives to
report race and ethnicity as accurately as possible, with particular attention to race categories that
are infrequently reported.
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