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Who are “Chinese” Language Speakers in the United States?  
A Subgroup Analysis with Census Data 

 
Project Overview 
Many scholars and more recent policymakers have called for the need to disambiguate details 
about Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) across backgrounds like ethnicity, 
education, civic participation, language fluency, and time of migration (i.e., White House 
Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders). What is sometimes equally muddled are the 
subgroups consisting of various nationalities who are lumped together under the guise of having 
a similar language background. Chinese, the focal point of this project, is spoken by nearly three 
million people in the United States, yet the term can refer to a singular language (e.g., Mandarin 
Chinese, Cantonese Chinese), a group of languages in the Sino-Tibetan language family, and 
even an ethnic group (e.g., Han Chinese).  The process of lumping all these conflating attributes 
together is one that has occurred over centuries and vis-à-vis different translations. 
 
The term Chinese as a single category to identify a group overlooks tremendous diversity in not 
only language but also immigration patterns, socioeconomic status, and challenges experienced 
in the United States. The purpose of this project is to examine this diversity in the population of 
Chinese speakers in the country and understand how speakers identify with forms of Chinese. 
More importantly, to further counter the model minority stereotype, the study identifies areas 
where different Chinese speakers may struggle in terms of educational attainment, employment 
and income, and English proficiency. This type of analysis is critical to ensure that subgroups 
receive appropriate resources and assistance from local and federal agencies. Lastly, in 
describing the backgrounds of different Chinese speakers, this study provides a more accurate 
portrayal of Chinese American history and, in doing so, enriches U.S. history as well.  
 
Methodology 
This study analyzed census data on Chinese speakers from the American Community Survey 
(ACS) Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). The PUMS is a set of untabulated records about 
individual people or housing units collected annually and in 5-year waves that generalizes to the 
national population. The availability of detailed records on demographic characteristics like 
language and income at the individual level provided a unique opportunity to examine the 
population of Chinese speakers in the United States. The study used PUMS data from the 2010-
2015 5-year ACS, the most recent data available to the public. The main PUMS dataset, which 
contains surveys from all 50 states, is available for free download from the ACS website. The 
analytic sample in this study focused on Chinese speakers only. 
 
To describe the languages in the United States, the ACS asks respondents to list the language 
spoken at home. For Chinese speakers, this open-ended question means a range of responses to 
the type of Chinese one may identify with. However, for data cleaning purposes, the ACS groups 
the possible responses into four main categories related to Chinese language. Using the four 
Chinese language categories, the study created a profile of each population based on other 
information collected in the ACS, including: state of residence, citizenship, place of birth, decade 
of immigration, English proficiency, educational attainment, and wages. These characteristics 
allowed for analyses on what factors contribute to language identity and how Chinese language 
groups may differ in the United States in terms of common indicators of success.  
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Main Findings 
 

Chinese Language Type 
Amost two-thirds of Chinese speakers respond with only “Chinese” when asked about the 
language spoken at home in the ACS. About 16% to 17% respond in more detail with either 
Cantonese or Mandarin, respectively. Less than 3% identify Formosan as the language spoken at 
home, the smallest Chinese language category. Although “Chinese” can include the other three 
languages (or ones that the ACS excluded), the results indicate a majority of Chinese speakers 
respond with only the broader label when asked about language spoken at home. Given that 
Chinese speakers are likely aware of the different forms of Chinese, an important question is 
why respondents do not provide a more precise answer.   
 

 
 
Chinese Languages by Geography 
How Chinese speakers identify themselves may be due to geographic region and interactions or 
proximity with other Chinese and non-Chinese speakers. For instance, in states with a large 
population of Chinese speakers and greater awareness of the language, it may be assumed that 
others know the differences and a respondent can provide more specific information.  In states 
with less of a Chinese presence, in contrast, the public may assume one main Chinese language, 
which may lead respondents to answer accordingly about their home language.  
 
 When examining the distribution of Chinese speakers within each state, the results appear to 
support this hypothesis. In California and Hawaii, two states with the largest representation of 
Chinese Americans, only about 52% to 58% Chinese speakers identify with only Chinese. About 
half of Chinese speakers in California specify either Cantonese, Mandarin, or Formosan.  
In other states, more than 70% of Chinese speakers identify Chinese broadly.  
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Distribution of Chinese Speakers within States
Chinese Cantonese Mandarin Formosan

AL

AK

AZ

AR

CA

CO

CT

DE

DC

FL

GA

HI

ID

IL

IN

IA

KS

KY

LA

ME

MD

MA

MI

MN

MS

MO

MT

NE

NV

NH

NJ

NM

NY

NC

ND

78.0 4.9 15.7 1.4

82.5 16.1 1.5 0.0

69.9 10.4 17.1 2.6

83.9 5.9 10.2 0.0

51.6 24.3 21.3 2.8

76.5 9.0 12.9 1.6

74.4 7.4 16.0 2.2

83.6 3.6 10.7 2.1

64.1 8.8 26.0 1.1

74.5 10.7 13.0 1.8

73.8 6.7 17.2 2.2

58.1 27.5 12.2 2.3

66.6 6.0 13.7 13.7

67.2 16.9 12.9 3.1

79.6 4.4 15.4 0.7

92.6 0.5 6.1 0.8

81.2 2.3 12.7 3.8

79.6 5.0 14.4 1.0

81.0 4.8 12.3 2.0

70.1 2.7 24.4 2.9

77.9 6.7 12.9 2.5

65.5 15.7 17.4 1.4

78.3 4.3 16.5 0.9

73.7 9.9 14.5 2.0

81.7 4.3 10.2 3.8

78.6 2.7 15.6 3.1

68.3 3.8 20.1 7.9

81.3 4.5 14.3 0.0

65.3 11.6 21.3 1.8

73.0 17.6 9.4 0.0

68.5 9.8 18.4 3.2

72.3 7.8 17.0 2.9

71.0 16.1 11.5 1.5

76.2 4.9 17.0 1.9

68.2 0.0 31.8 0.0
OH

OK

OR

PA

RI

SC

SD

TN

TX

UT

VT

VA

WA

WV

WI

WY

84.9 5.2 9.0 1.0

80.0 7.4 10.9 1.7

66.3 14.0 18.2 1.5

78.3 6.8 12.6 2.4

77.0 6.3 15.9 0.8

77.5 5.9 15.2 1.4

87.5 6.2 6.3 0.0

79.9 2.7 16.4 1.0

70.3 8.2 17.4 4.1

59.4 14.8 23.0 2.8

70.1 13.4 16.5 0.0

78.0 6.7 13.1 2.2

61.8 17.2 18.0 3.1

88.4 2.6 8.5 0.5

85.1 2.8 10.0 2.2

99.6 0.4 0.0 0.0

Source: American Community Survey 2010-14

Created with Datawrapper
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There are substantial regional differences in which language Chinese speakers identify with. 
Those who report speaking Chinese broadly are more likely to reside in Midwest states like 
Kansas and Oklahoma. More than 80% of Chinese speakers in these states report only Chinese. 
The highest percentage is in Wyoming and Iowa, two states with small Chinese populations. 
Less than 60% of Chinese speakers in Utah and California identify with only Chinese. 
 

 
Fewer Chinese speakers identify Cantonese as their home language across states. Most 
Cantonese speakers are represented in coastal states, particularly in California, Washington, and 
New York. More than 20% of Chinese speakers select Cantonese as their language in these 
areas. Interestingly, a high percentage of Cantonese speakers reside in Alaska. Less than 5% of 
Chinese speakers report Cantonese in the majority of the Midwest and southern states.  
 
Mandarin speakers, in contrast, are well-represented in most states.  This includes more than 
20% of Chinese speakers along the West Coast and South and much of the Midwest. North 
Dakota has the highest percentage of Chinese speakers who identify Mandarin as their home 
language. Formosan speakers, the smallest Chinese category, are most represented in Idaho. 

Percent Chinese

60 70 80 90

Created with Datawrapper

Percent Cantonese

5 10 15 20

Created with Datawrapper

Percent Mandarin

5 10 15 20 25

Created with Datawrapper

Percent Formosan

2 4 6 8 10

Created with Datawrapper



! 5 

Chinese Speakers by Citizenship, Place of Birth, and Decade of Entry 
 

The next set of analyses begin to identify differences among the four Chinese speaker categories 
along key background characteristics.  
 
In terms of citizenship, Chinese 
speakers who identify as 
Cantonese and Formosan have 
the highest U.S. citizenship rate 
at about 80%, compared to 63% 
for those who report speaking 
Chinese broadly (38%) or 
Mandarin (37%). For all four 
groups, the majority are 
naturalized citizens, while fewer 
than one-quarter are born in the 
United States.  
 
Differences by place of birth are 
also apparent across the four 
Chinese groups. With the 
exception of Formosan speakers, 
more than 40% of all Chinese 
speakers identify China as their 
place of birth. For Cantonese 
speakers, 19% are born in Hong 
Kong and about 26% in the 
United States. About 60% of 
those in the broad Chinese 
category are born in China, 
which suggests that many who 
identify speaking “Chinese” as 
their language likely share a 
different immigration history 
than the other Chinese groups. 
As expected, a majority of 
Formosan speakers are born in 
Taiwan (75%). More than one-
quarter of Mandarin speakers are 
also born in Taiwan. 
 
The timing of arrival in the United States also provides information into the four Chinese groups. 
Among those who immigrated, the largest group came within the last 15 years. This suggests 
most are recent immigrants to the United States. Cantonese and Formosan speakers came in 
much earlier waves while nearly half of Mandarin speakers came after 2000. The pattern is 
similar for those who identify as speaking Chinese broadly. 
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Chinese Speakers by English Proficiency, Education, and Income Level 
 
The differences in citizenship and immigration by Chinese language group are also apparent in 
several key measures of socioeconomic status. 
 
In addition to home language, 
the ACS asks respondents 
about their degree of English 
proficiency. About 20 to 35% 
of Chinese speakers across 
groups do not speak English at 
all or not well. More than one-
third of Cantonese speakers are 
in this category, the highest 
among the four groups. 
Although the proportion who 
speak English very well is 
similar, within each language 
group is a large population that 
cannot speak much English.    
 
This pattern of disadvantage 
within groups is also seen in 
level of educational attainment. 
Although one-third or higher 
have at least a bachelor’s 
degree across groups, 36% of 
Cantonese speakers have less 
than a high school education, 
similar to about 30% of 
Chinese speakers broadly. In 
terms of English proficiency 
and education level, Cantonese 
speakers clearly stand out 
among Chinese speakers. 
Formosan speakers have the 
highest level of educational 
attainment with 57% holding a 
bachelor’s degree or higher.  
 
There is less variability when examining individual median income by Chinese language group. 
Median incomes range from $15,000 to $19,500, which is much lower than the national median 
of $38,000 in 2014. However, it is important to note the sample is restricted to those who speak a 
Chinese language at home. In other words, the sample does not include individuals who identify 
as ethnically Chinese but speak English at home.  
!
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Conclusion 
Findings from this analysis demonstrate the need for both macro and micro levels of 
disambiguation when it comes to AAPI data that truly reflects the diversity of the AAPI 
community.  Despite the fact that “Chinese” has appeared as a category listed on the US Census 
since 1870, our holistic understanding of what “Chinese” is and even the specifics of the 
languages that are spoken by Chinese heritage people in the U.S. are unclear.  Similar attention 
should be paid when it comes to other large, lumped languages that are spoken by large subsets 
of regional, transnational, and diasporic speakers (e.g., “Spanish,” “Arabic”). 
 
Part of the challenge in disaggregating the data by language is related to the survey question and 
design. Currently, the ACS allows respondents to fill in the home language that they speak. 
While we agree with this approach, one recommendation is to encourage respondents to consider 
all forms or dialects of a language. For Chinese speakers, due to current and past ideologies 
about what Chinese means and the context, respondents may select Chinese broadly even if they 
are aware of the differences between Cantonese, Mandarin, or Hakka. Priming respondents with 
the idea of different forms of a language can improve data collection and disaggregation.  
 
Despite the issues with the ACS survey, the results clearly suggest distinct forms of Chinese 
language identification that are related to geography, citizenship, and place of birth. More 
important, the data reveal considerable diversity within and across these language groups that 
Chinese speakers identify with. Contrary to the model minority myth, for those who speak 
Cantonese as the home language, a significant proportion face considerable disadvantages in 
terms of English skills and educational attainment. The results have implications for local 
organizations targeting social services within often diverse Chinese communities.  


