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MISCLASSIFICATION OF RACIAL/
ETHNIC MINORITY DEATHS:
THE FINAL COLONIZATION

The recent article by Stehr-Green et al." that
details the effect of racial/ethnic misclassifica-
tion (underclassification) of American Indians
and Alaskan Natives on death certificates in
Washington State highlights a global difficulty
for indigenous and minority peoples. In New
Zealand, reports on the health status of the
Maori population make grim reading in com-
parison with reports on the health status of
the “Pakeha” (European) population.” Life ex-
pectancy, for example, is currently 7 years
shorter for Maori than for non-Maori people.’
It is, however, widely acknowledged that the
full extent of the health divide is significantly
greater than this.

Numerous studies have highlighted the un-
derrepresentation of the Maori ethnic group
in mortality and hospital discharge data
sets.*™® It has been suggested that the under-
counting of Maori may have served to lower
official reports of Maori mortality by up to a
third.” This has been described locally as the
“final colonization.”® As Papaarangi Reid re-
minds us, “not counting in death is the ulti-
mate hallmark of social exclusion.”®

It is abhorrent that the full extent of the ra-
cial/ethnic morbidity and mortality divide is
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effectively hidden and misrepresented by the
delicate sensitivities of hospital staff, most of
whom are members of the majority culture
and enjoy a superior health status. Issues of
race and ethnicity need to be addressed
openly and directly if significant changes in
the existing structures of health inequality are
to be overcome.

It is not acceptable for hospital staff to sim-
ply guess a person’s ethnicity. Appearance is
no guarantee of ethnic status. As Stewart-
Harawira notes from New Zealand, “a num-
ber of Maori today, particularly in the South,
have fair skin, blue or green eyes, and blond
or red hair.” The first stage in the process of
rectifying the misclassification issue may be
the introduction of decolonization and cul-
tural awareness programs for staff. m

Frank Houghton, MA, MSc
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