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GUIDE FOR IDENTIFYING EMPLOYEE RACE/ETHNICITY 

 

What is Our Obligation?  
As a federal contractor, Cornell University is required to comply with Executive Order 11246, which calls 
for equal employment opportunity and prohibits discrimination on the basis of certain protected 
statuses. In order to satisfy this executive order and the associated regulations, Cornell must Solicit 
demographic information from employees. Specifically, Cornell must have a record of race and ethnicity 
for each employee. (see 41 CFR 60-1.12(c)(1)(i), Appendix A).    

Additionally, as an institution, Cornell is committed to leveraging the diversity in our workforce to 
achieve excellence. Accordingly, composition is one of the four pillars of Toward New Destinations, our 
institutional framework for diversity and inclusion. In order to fulfill our institutional goal, collecting 
demographic information enhances our ability to make and measure our progress. 

How Do We Collect Race and Ethnicity Information?  

Employee Self-Identification 
Self-identification is based on how an employee defines themselves and is the best and preferred means 
for collecting race and ethnicity data. This is completely voluntary and therefore it is an employee’s right 
to choose not to identify. Employees are asked for this information twice- once during the applicant 
stage of hiring and a second time after an offer has been extended, but prior to their first day of work.   

Employer Observation 
Because an employee may not have self-identified during either of the two voluntary opportunities, 
federal guidance allows employers to use employment records and/or visual observation as a last resort.  
 

How to Make a Race/Ethnicity Determination  

 
Step 1:  Check the Record 
Step 2:  Follow Up with the Employee 
Step 3:  Make a Race and Ethnicity Determination 

STEP 1:   Check the Record 
Ideally, when an employee is hired, someone should review the new hire information and check to see 
whether the new employee self-identified race and ethnicity. Each college/unit should designate a 
person to review and identify race and ethnicity. Designating a single person for this allows for more 
consistency across determinations. Alternatively, if this is not practical, multiple people can be charged 
with this task. Keep in mind, the review of race and ethnicity can and should be imbedded into your 
regular practices. If you already have someone who reviews new hire information, this person is well 
positioned to review race/ethnicity. If the employee self-identified, we have met our obligation and no 
further action is necessary. If the employee did not self-identify, proceed to Step 2. 
 

STEP 2:  Follow Up With the Employee 
It is entirely appropriate to follow-up with an employee to find out whether the employee is choosing 
not to self-identify or whether they simply are overlooking the question.  Remember, self-identification 
is voluntary so an employee has the right to decline the invitation to self-identify. Here is a sample script 
you might consider using when following up with an employee. 

https://www.dol.gov/ofccp/regs/statutes/eo11246.htm
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=6857891e2b45df75a837b0647230f524&mc=true&node=pt41.1.60_61&rgn=div5#se41.1.60_61_112
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Sample Script: 
“Good morning/afternoon (employee name), I was just reviewing your new hire 
information to ensure it was complete and noticed you have not identified your 
race/ethnicity yet. Since Cornell is a federal contractor, we are required to have a 
race/ethnicity indicated in every employee’s employment records.  Our preferred 
method of doing this is to ask an employee to self-identify – though this request is 
completely voluntary.  We wanted to give you an opportunity to do this now. 
Would you like to self-identify?” 

If the employee answers “Yes,” say: 
“You can either share this with me now or go directly into Workday to update this 
yourself. Which would you prefer?” 

Note:  If they choose to verbally tell you their race and ethnicity (both are required), you should record 
the date/time of the conversation and enter the information into Workday for the employee. If the 
employee chooses to enter the information themselves, you should explain how to get to the race and 
ethnicity fields in the personal information section in Workday. You should also set a date to re-check 
the record and confirm the employee did in fact update their race and ethnicity in Workday. If they did, 
you are all set. If they did not, proceed to Step 3. 

If the employee answers “No,” say:  
“Not a problem.  Since federal regulations require we have this information in every 
employee’s record, we will do our best to make a determination on your behalf.” 

STEP 3:  Make a Race and Ethnicity Determination 
Assigning a race/ethnicity to an individual is a somewhat arbitrary exercise as these are not scientific or 
anthropological categories. Given the emotionally charged feelings and deep beliefs that many people 
have concerning race and ethnicity, your job as an identifier is to assign the race and ethnicity categories 
for an employee to the best of your ability. It is important that you are consistent in your approach, and 
that you make your determination objectively. (Source: Managing an Identity Crisis: Forum Guide to 
Implementing New Race and Ethnicity Categories, National Forum on Educational Statistics). 
 

Sources and Indicators of Race/Ethnicity 
To determine race/ethnicity, you should use: 

(a) existing employment information (primarily); and 
(b) visual observation (secondarily)  

When making a determination using existing employment information, review sources including, but not 
limited to the following and look for potential indicators of race/ethnicity such as those indicated below: 
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Sources Potential Indicators 
 Resume/CV  the employee’s country of birth or 

country of origin 

 Cornell-related sites (e.g. for faculty and 
academic staff, their department 
website and/or VIVO) 

 the employee’s home language of 
preference 

 LinkedIn 
 

 The employee’s current or past affiliation 
with groups, organizations or associations 

 management (e.g. information the 
employee shared with their supervisor) 

 

 

Drawing Inferences from Potential Indicators 

 

National Origin 
In general, federal requirements connect race and geographic/national origin. For example, “White” is 
defined to include people who originate from Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. Therefore, if 
you know an employee’s geographic or national origin, you may be able to infer their race. Though not 
an exhaustive list, the following chart may help in connecting geographic/national origin with a race: 
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Languages 
Languages can be an indication of an individual’s race and ethnicity. Of the more than 5,000 languages 
and dialects spoken in the world, these are the ten most common ones and their probable 
“race/ethnicity” designations: 
 

 
 

Affiliations 
Sometimes, the names of groups, organizations or associations expressly include or suggest 
race/ethnicity. For example, the Association of Latino Professionals for America, Asian pacific Americans 
in Higher Education, or the NAACP. In some cases, the reference to a particular race indicator may be 
unfamiliar to you. For instance, a resume that indicates the employee is a graduate of Turtle Mountain 
Community College may indicate American Indian race because this college is a tribal college associated 
with the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa. It is not expected that you will recognize every potential 
affiliation as a potential race/ethnicity indicator. 
 
Though not exhaustive, the following is a list of American Indian and Alaska Native tribes or self-
descriptions an employee may use that may help in your determination: 
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American Indian Tribes Continued 
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DEFINITION OF RACE AND ETHNIC CATEGORIES USED FOR FEDERAL REPORTING 
 

Ethnicity 

Hispanic/Latino 
A person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or 
origin, regardless of race. 
 
An employee may volunteer his or her ancestry rather than answering “yes” to the Hispanic/Latino 
ethnicity question. The following is a list of ancestry groups that fall under the category Hispanic:  
 

 

Race 

American Indian or Alaska Native 
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South America (including Central 
America), and who maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment. 
 

Asian 
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian 
subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the 
Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
 

Black or African American 
A person having origins in any of the black racial groups of Africa. 

 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands. 
 

White 
A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa. 
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Two or more races 
A person having two or more of the above origins. 

 
Note:   Race/ethnic designations as used by the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
do not denote scientific definitions of anthropological origins.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For Questions and Assistance 

If you are uncomfortable in making a specific race/ethnicity identification or need further assistance, 
please do not hesitate to contact the Department of Inclusion and Workforce Diversity 
  
Email owdi@cornell.edu.   
Phone (607)255-3976 
 
 
 

mailto:owdi@cornell.edu
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Appendix A: 41 CFR Part 60-1 Obligation to Solicit Race and Gender 

Data for Agency Enforcement Purposes 
§ 60-1.12  

Record retention 

(a) General requirements.  
Any personnel or employment record made or kept by the contractor shall be preserved by the 
contractor for a period of not less than two years from the date of the making of the record or the 
personnel action involved, whichever occurs later. However, if the contractor has fewer than 150 
employees or does not have a Government contract of at least $150,000, the minimum record retention 
period shall be one year from the date of the making of the record or the personnel action involved, 
whichever occurs later. Such records include, but are not necessarily limited to, records pertaining to 
hiring, assignment, promotion, demotion, transfer, lay off or termination, rates of pay or other terms of 
compensation, and selection for training or apprenticeship, and other records having to do with 
requests for reasonable accommodation, the results of any physical examination, job advertisements 
and postings, applications, resumes, and any and all expressions of interest through the Internet or 
related electronic data technologies as to which the contractor considered the individual for a particular 
position, such as on-line resumes or internal resume databases, records identifying job seekers 
contacted regarding their interest in a particular position (for purposes of recordkeeping with respect to 
internal resume databases, the contractor must maintain a record of each resume added to the 
database, a record of the date each resume was added to the database, the position for which each 
search of the database was made, and corresponding to each search, the substantive search criteria 
used and the date of the search; for purposes of recordkeeping with respect to external resume 
databases, the contractor must maintain a record of the position for which each search of the database 
was made, and corresponding to each search, the substantive search criteria used, the date of the 
search, and the resumes of job seekers who met the basic qualifications for the particular position who 
are considered by the contractor), regardless of whether the individual qualifies as an Internet Applicant 
under 41 CFR 60-1.3, tests and test results, and interview notes. The term “personnel records relevant 
to the complaint,” for example, would include personnel or employment records relating to the 
complainant and to all other employees holding positions similar to that held or sought by the 
complainant and application forms or test papers submitted by unsuccessful applicants and by all other 
candidates for the same position as that for which the complainant unsuccessfully applied. Where a 
compliance evaluation has been initiated, all personnel and employment records described above are 
relevant until OFCCP makes a final disposition of the evaluation.  

(b) Affirmative action programs.  
A contractor establishment required under § 60-1.40 to develop and maintain a written affirmative 
action program (AAP) must maintain its current AAP and documentation of good faith effort, and must 
preserve its AAP and documentation of good faith effort for the immediately preceding AAP year, unless 
it was not then covered by the AAP requirement.  

(c) Contractor identification of record.  
(1) For any record the contractor maintains pursuant to this section, the contractor must be able 

to identify:  

(i) The gender, race, and ethnicity of each employee; and  

http://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/41/60-1.3
http://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/41/60-1.40
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(ii) Where possible, the gender, race, and ethnicity of each applicant or Internet  
 Applicant as defined in 41 CFR 60-1.3, whichever is applicable to the particular position.  

(2) The contractor must supply this information to the Office of Federal Contract Compliance 
Programs upon request.  

http://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/41/60-1.3

