CAUSES OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITY FOR ASIAN AMERICANS

CAUSES OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITY FOR ASIAN AMERICANS ARE MULTIFACETED, STEMMING FROM A COMPLEX INTERPLAY OF
HISTORICAL, SOCIAL, AND SYSTEMIC FACTORS THAT HAVE SHAPED THE SOCIOECONOMIC LANDSCAPE FOR DIVERSE ASIAN
AMERICAN COMMUNITIES. WHILE OFTEN PERCEIVED AS A MONOLITHIC GROUP, ASIAN AMERICANS ENCOMPASS A VAST ARRAY OF
ETHNICITIES, IMMIGRATION HISTORIES, AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUSES, LEADING TO SIGNIFICANT VARIATIONS IN ECONOMIC
OUTCOMES. UNDERSTANDING THESE ROOT CAUSES IS CRUCIAL FOR ADDRESSING PERSISTENT DISPARITIES AND FOSTERING
GREATER ECONOMIC JUSTICE. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE PRIMARY DRIVERS OF ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AFFECTING ASIAN
AMERICANS, EXPLORING THEMES SUCH AS IMMIGRATION POLICIES, LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION, EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
DISPARITIES, AND THE IMPACT OF INTERGENERATIONAL WEALTH AND POVERTY.
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HisTorICAL IMMIGRATION PATTERNS AND POLICIES

THE ECONOMIC STANDING OF ASIAN AMERICANS IS DEEPLY ROOTED IN THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF U.S. IMMIGRATION POLICIES,
WHICH HAVE OFTEN BEEN SELECTIVE AND DISCRIMINATORY. EARLY IMMIGRATION LAWS, SUCH AS THE CHINESE ExCLUSION ACT
OF 1882, SEVERELY RESTRICTED THE ENTRY OF ASIAN LABORERS, PARTICULARLY THOSE FROM CHINA/ BARRING THEM FROM
MANY OPPORTUNITIES AND FORCING THEM INTO LOW-WAGE, PRECARIOUS \WORK. THESE EXCLUSIONARY POLICIES NOT ONLY
LIMITED ECONOMIC MOBILITY FOR THOSE ALREADY IN THE COUNTRY BUT ALSO CREATED A LEGACY OF DISADVANTAGE THAT
PERSISTED FOR GENERATIONS. SUBSEQUENT IMMIGRATION ACTS, WHILE GRADUALLY OPENING DOORS, OFTEN PRIORITIZED SKILLED
W ORKERS, INADVERTENTLY CREATING A BIFURCATED IMMIGRANT POPULATION WHERE HIGHLY EDUCATED PROFESSIONALS COULD
THRIVE WHILE OTHERS STRUGGLED TO GAIN A FOOTHOLD.

THE IMMIGRATION AND NATIONALITY ACT OF 1965 MARKED A SIGNIFICANT SHIFT, ABOLISHING THE NATIONAL ORIGINS QUOTA
SYSTEM AND USHERING IN A NEW ERA OF ASIAN IMMIGRATION. THIS LED TO AN INFLUX OF DIVERSE POPULATIONS FROM VARIOUS
ASIAN COUNTRIES, EACH WITH ITS OWN UNIQUE CULTURAL AND ECONOMIC BACKGROUND. HOWEVER, THE ECONOMIC OUTCOMES
OF THESE NEW IMMIGRANT WAVES WERE HEAVILY INFLUENCED BY THEIR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN, EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND, AND
THE SPECIFIC SKILLS THEY POSSESSED. FOR INSTANCE, IMMIGRANTS FROM COUNTRIES LIKE INDIA, SOUTH KOREA, AND THE
PHILIPPINES, WHO OFTEN ARRIVED WITH HIGHER LEVELS OF EDUCATION AND PROFESSIONAL TRAINING, TENDED TO INTEGRATE
MORE SUCCESSFULLY INTO HIGHER-PAYING PROFESSIONS. CONVERSELY, REFUGEES AND THOSE FLEEING CONFLICT OR ECONOMIC
INSTABILITY FROM COUNTRIES LIKE VIETNAM, CAMBODIA, AND LAOS FACED GREATER CHALLENGES IN ADAPTING TO THE U.S.
LABOR MARKET AND OFTEN EXPERIENCED HIGHER RATES OF POVERTY.

LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION AND OCCUPATIONAL SEGREGATION

DESPITE ADVANCEMENTS IN EDUCATION AND SKILLS, MANY ASIAN AMERICANS CONTINUE TO FACE SUBTLE AND OVERT FORMS OF
LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION. THIS CAN MANIFEST IN HIRING DECISIONS, W AGE DISPARITIES, AND LIMITED OPPORTUNITIES FOR
PROMOTION. RESEARCH HAS CONSISTENTLY SHOWN THAT EVEN WHEN CONTROLLING FOR EDUCATION, EXPERIENCE, AND OTHER
QUALIFICATIONS, ASIAN AMERICANS, PARTICULARLY THOSE WITH DISTINCT ETHNIC SURNAMES OR ACCENTS, MAY EXPERIENCE
W AGE PENALTIES COMPARED TO THEIR WHITE COUNTERPARTS. THIS DISCRIMINATION CAN PUSH INDIVIDUALS INTO SPECIFIC
OCCUPATIONAL NICHES, OFTEN LEADING TO UNDEREMPLOYMENT AND LIMITING THEIR EARNING POTENTIAL.



OCCUPATIONAL SEGREGATION IS A SIGNIFICANT CONTRIBUTOR TO ECONOMIC INEQUALITY WITHIN THE ASIAN AMERICAN
COMMUNITY. WHILE SOME ASIAN ETHNIC GROUPS ARE HIGHLY REPRESENTED IN HIGH-PAYING FIELDS LIKE TECHNOLOGY, MEDICINE,
AND FINANCE, OTHERS ARE CONCENTRATED IN LOWER~WAGE SERVICE INDUSTRIES, SUCH AS NAIL SALONS, RESTAURANTS, AND
GARMENT FACTORIES. THIS IS OFTEN A RESULT OF A COMBINATION OF FACTORS, INCLUDING THE SKILLS AND EDUCATION
BROUGHT BY IMMIGRANTS, LANGUAGE BARRIERS, LIMITED ACCESS TO PROFESSIONAL NETWORKS, AND HISTORICAL PATTERNS OF
EMPLOYMENT. FOR EXAMPLE, CAMBODIAN AMERICANS, MANY OF WHOM ARRIVED AS REFUGEES, ARE DISPROPORTIONATELY
EMPLOYED IN LOW-WAGE SERVICE JOBS, CONTRIBUTING TO A SIGNIFICANT WEALTH GAP COMPARED TO MORE HIGHLY EDUCATED
AND PROFESSIONALLY ORIENTED GROUPS LIKE INDIAN AMERICANS.

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND THE “MoDEL MINORITY" MYTH

THE “MODEL MINORITY” STEREOTYPE, WHICH PORTRAYS ASIAN AMERICANS AS UNIVERSALLY SUCCESSFUL AND HIGH-ACHIEVING,
OFTEN OBSCURES THE SIGNIFICANT ECONOMIC DISPARITIES THAT EXIST WITHIN THE COMMUNITY. WHILE IT IS TRUE THAT MANY
ASIAN AMERICAN SUBGROUPS HAVE HIGH RATES OF COLLEGE GRADUATION AND EXCEL IN STEM FIELDS, THIS GENERALIZATION
MASKS THE STRUGGLES OF NUMEROUS OTHER ASIAN ETHNIC GROUPS WHO FACE SUBSTANTIAL BARRIERS TO EDUCATIONAL AND
ECONOMIC ADVANCEMENT. THIS MYTH CAN LEAD TO A NEGLECT OF THE SPECIFIC NEEDS OF DISADVANTAGED ASIAN AMERICAN
POPULATIONS, AS POLICYMAKERS AND EDUCATORS MAY ASSUME UNIVERSAL SUCCESS.

THE REALITY OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG ASIAN AMERICANS IS FAR FROM MONOLITHIC. WHILE GROUPS LIKE CHINESE/
|NDIAN, AND KOREAN AMERICANS OFTEN SHOW HIGH LEVELS OF EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT, OTHER GROUPS, SUCH AS HMONG,
CAMBODIAN, AND LAOTIAN AMERICANS, FACE SIGNIFICANT CHALLENGES IN COMPLETING HIGH SCHOOL AND OBTAINING HIGHER
EDUCATION. THESE DISPARITIES ARE OFTEN LINKED TO FACTORS SUCH AS LIMITED ENGLISH PROFICIENCY AMONG PARENTS AND
STUDENTS, UNDER-RESOURCED SCHOOLS IN THEIR COMMUNITIES, AND THE NEED FOR YOUNG PEOPLE TO WORK TO SUPPORT THEIR
FAMILIES. THESE EDUCATIONAL GAPS DIRECTLY TRANSLATE INTO ECONOMIC DISPARITIES, AS HIGHER EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT
IS STRONGLY CORRELATED WITH HIGHER EARNING POTENTIAL.

INTERGENERATIONAL WEALTH AND POVERTY TRANSMISSION

THE ABILITY TO ACCUMULATE AND TRANSFER WEALTH ACROSS GENERATIONS PLAYS A CRUCIAL ROLE IN SOCIOECONOMIC
MOBILITY, AND THIS IS A SIGNIFICANT FACTOR CONTRIBUTING TO ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AMONG ASIAN AMERICANS. IMMIGRANT
FAMILIES OFTEN ARRIVE WITH LIMITED FINANCIAL RESOURCES, MAKING IT CHALLENGING TO BUILD INTERGENERATIONAL WEALTH.
W/ ITHOUT ACCESS TO CAPITAL, HOMEOWNERSHIP, OR SUBSTANTIAL SAVINGS, SUBSEQUENT GENERATIONS MAY INHERIT
FINANCIAL DISADVANTAGES RATHER THAN ADVANTAGES.

For soME ASIAN AMERICAN GROUPS, PARTICULARLY THOSE WHO ARRIVED WITH LOW INCOMES AND FACED SIGNIFICANT
DISCRIMINATION, THE CYCLE OF POVERTY CAN BE DIFFICULT TO BREAK. LACK OF ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE HOUSING, QUALITY
HEALTHCARE, AND FINANCIAL LITERACY RESOURCES CAN PERPETUATE ECONOMIC HARDSHIP. CONVERSELY/ GROUPS THAT HAVE
HISTORICALLY HAD HIGHER INCOMES AND ACCESS TO RESOURCES CAN MORE READILY PASS DOWN WEALTH, LEADING TO A
WIDENING ECONOMIC GAP BETWEEN THESE SUBGROUPS. THIS INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF WEALTH, OR LACK THEREOF,
IS A FUNDAMENTAL DRIVER OF LONG-TERM ECONOMIC INEQUALITY.

DISCRIMINATION AND ANTI-ASIAN SENTIMENT

BEYOND DIRECT LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION, PERVASIVE ANTI-ASIAN SENTIMENT AND SYSTEMIC RACISM HAVE HISTORICALLY
IMPACTED THE ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES AVAILABLE TO ASIAN AMERICANS. FROM OVERT ACTS OF VIOLENCE AND
DISCRIMINATION DURING PERIODS OF XENOPHOBIA TO MORE SUBTLE FORMS OF PREJUDICE, THESE NEGATIVE ATTITUDES CAN
CREATE A CLIMATE OF FEAR AND DISADVANTAGE, AFFECTING EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATIONS, CAREER CHOICES, AND
ENTREPRENEURIAL ENDEAVORS.



THE RECENT SURGE IN ANTI-ASIAN HATE CRIMES AND INCIDENTS HAS BROUGHT RENEWED ATTENTION TO THE VULNERABILITY OF
ASIAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES. THIS HEIGHTENED DISCRIMINATION CAN LEAD TO JOB LOSSES, DECREASED CONSUMER SPENDING IN
ASIAN-OWNED BUSINESSES, AND A GENERAL SENSE OF INSECURITY THAT CAN HINDER ECONOMIC PROGRESS. FURTHERMORE, THE
ASSOCIATION OF ASIAN AMERICANS WITH FOREIGNNESS CAN LEAD TO INCREASED SCRUTINY AND SUSPICION IN PROFESSIONAL
SETTINGS, IMPACTING THEIR ABILITY TO ASCEND TO LEADERSHIP POSITIONS OR SECURE CRUCIAL INVESTMENTS FOR BUSINESSES.

GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION AND URBANIZATION

THE GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF ASIAN AMERICAN COMMUNITIES ALSO PLAYS A ROLE IN THEIR ECONOMIC OUTCOMES. MANY
ASIAN AMERICANS, PARTICULARLY RECENT IMMIGRANTS, TEND TO CONCENTRATE IN URBAN CENTERS, ESPECIALLY ON THE WEesT
COAST AND IN MAJOR METROPOLITAN AREAS. WHILE THESE AREAS OFTEN OFFER MORE JOB OPPORTUNITIES, THEY ALSO COME
WITH A HIGHER COST OF LIVING, INCLUDING EXPENSIVE HOUSING AND TRANSPORTATION.

THIS CONCENTRATION IN HIGH-COST URBAN AREAS CAN STRAIN HOUSEHOLD BUDGETS, EVEN FOR THOSE WITH SEEMINGLY DECENT
INCOMES. FURTHERMORE, THE AVAILABILITY OF SOCIAL SERVICES, QUALITY EDUCATION, AND SUPPORT NETWORKS CAN VARY
SIGNIFICANTLY DEPENDING ON THE SPECIFIC NEIGHBORHOOD AND ITS RESOURCES. IN AREAS WITH LESS ACCESS TO THESE
ESSENTIAL SERVICES, ECONOMIC MOBILITY CAN BE SIGNIFICANTLY HAMPERED. THE LACK OF ACCESS TO CAPITAL AND BUSINESS
DEVELOPMENT RESOURCES IN CERTAIN URBAN ENCLAVES ALSO CONTRIBUTES TO DISPARITIES.

THE IMPACT OF SPECIFIC SUBGROUPS

IT IS IMPERATIVE TO RECOGNIZE THAT “ASIAN AMERICAN” IS AN UMBRELLA TERM ENCOMPASSING OVER 50 DISTINCT ETHNIC
GROUPS, EACH WITH UNIQUE HISTORICAL TRAJECTORIES, IMMIGRATION PATTERNS, AND SOCIOECONOMIC REALITIES. GENERALIZING
ABOUT THE ECONOMIC EXPERIENCES OF ALL ASIAN AMERICANS OBSCURES THE PROFOUND DISPARITIES THAT EXIST BETWEEN
THESE SUBGROUPS. FOR INSTANCE, THE MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME FOR INDIAN AMERICANS IS SIGNIFICANTLY HIGHER THAN THAT
FOR BURMESE AMERICANS. SIMILAELY, UNEMPLOYMENT RATES CAN VARY DRAMATICALLY, WITH SOME GROUPS FACING MUCH
GREATER CHALLENGES IN SECURING STABLE EMPLOYMENT.

UNDERSTANDING THE SPECIFIC CHALLENGES FACED BY SUBGROUPS SUCH AS FILIPINO AMERICANS IN HEALTHCARE, VIETNAMESE
AMERICANS IN SMALL BUSINESS OWNERSHIP, OR HMONG AMERICANS IN ACCESSING HIGHER EDUCATION IS CRUCIAL FOR
DEVELOPING TARGETED AND EFFECTIVE SOLUTIONS. POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS DESIGNED TO ADDRESS ECONOMIC INEQUALITY
MUST ACKNOWLEDGE THIS DIVERSITY AND TAILOR APPROACHES TO THE DISTINCT NEEDS AND HISTORICAL CONTEXTS OF EACH
COMMUNITY. WITHOUT THIS NUANCED UNDERSTANDING, EFFORTS TO PROMOTE ECONOMIC JUSTICE MAY INADVERTENTLY
OVERLOOK OR EXACERBATE EXISTING DISPARITIES.

FREQUENTLY AsSkeD QUESTIONS

Q: WHAT ARE THE PRIMARY HISTORICAL FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO ECONOMIC
INEQUALITY FOR ASIAN AMERICANS?

A: HISTORICAL FACTORS INCLUDE DISCRIMINATORY IMMIGRATION POLICIES LIKE THE CHINESE EXCLUSION ACT, WHICH LIMITED
ENTRY AND OPPORTUNITIES, AND SUBSEQUENT ACTS THAT SOMETIMES FAVORED SKILLED LABOR, CREATING A DIVIDE. THESE
POLICIES HAVE HAD A LASTING IMPACT ON WEALTH ACCUMULATION AND ACCESS TO RESOURCES FOR VARIOUS ASIAN
AMERICAN SUBGROUPS.



Q: How DOES THE “MODEL MINORITY” MYTH AFFECT THE UNDERSTANDING OF ECONOMIC
INEQUALITY AMONG ASIAN AMERICANS?

A: THE “MODEL MINORITY"” MYTH OVERSIMPLIFIES THE EXPERIENCES OF ASIAN AMERICANS, LEADING TO THE ASSUMPTION OF
UNIVERSAL SUCCESS AND MASKING THE SIGNIFICANT ECONOMIC DISPARITIES THAT EXIST BETWEEN DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS
WITHIN THE COMMUNITY. THIS CAN RESULT IN A LACK OF TARGETED SUPPORT FOR THOSE WHO ARE STRUGGLING.

Q: WHAT ROLE DOES LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION PLAY IN THE ECONOMIC
CHALLENGES FACED BY ASIAN AMERICANS?

A: LABOR MARKET DISCRIMINATION CAN MANIFEST AS WAGE GAPS, HIRING BIASES, AND LIMITED PROMOTION OPPORTUNITIES,
EVEN WHEN CONTROLLING FOR EDUCATION AND EXPERIENCE. THIS CAN LEAD TO OCCUPATIONAL SEGREGATION, PUSHING SOME
ASIAN AMERICANS INTO LOWER-PAYING INDUSTRIES AND LIMITING THEIR OVERALL EARNING POTENTIAL.

QI How DOES EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT VARY AMONG DIFFERENT ASIAN AMERICAN
SUBGROUPS, AND HOW DOES THIS IMPACT ECONOMIC INEQUALITY?

A: EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT VARIES SIGNIFICANTLY. WHILE SOME GROUPS LIKE INDIAN AMERICANS OFTEN HAVE HIGH COLLEGE
GRADUATION RATES, OTHERS LIKE HMoNG or CAMBODIAN AMERICANS FACE GREATER BARRIERS TO HIGHER EDUCATION. THESE
EDUCATIONAL DISPARITIES DIRECTLY TRANSLATE INTO ECONOMIC INEQUALITY, AS HIGHER EDUCATION IS STRONGLY LINKED TO
HIGHER EARNING POTENTIAL.

QI IN WHAT WAYS DOES INTERGENERATIONAL WEALTH AND POVERTY TRANSMISSION
CONTRIBUTE TO ECONOMIC DISPARITIES WITHIN THE ASIAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY?

A: IMMIGRANT FAMILIES, ESPECIALLY THOSE ARRIVING WITH LIMITED RESOURCES, MAY STRUGGLE TO BUILD INTERGENERATIONAL
WEALTH. THE INABILITY TO PASS DOWN ASSETS, CAPITAL, OR FINANCIAL SECURITY CAN PERPETUATE CYCLES OF POVERTY FOR
SOME ASIAN AMERICAN SUBGROUPS, WIDENING THE ECONOMIC GAP COMPARED TO GROUPS THAT HAVE HISTORICALLY HAD MORE
WEALTH TO TRANSMIT.

Q: WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF GEOGRAPHIC CONCENTRATION ON THE ECONOMIC WELL-
BEING OF ASIAN AMERICANS?

A: MANY AsIAN AMERICANS/ PARTICULARLY IMMIGRANTS, CONCENTRATE IN EXPENSIVE URBAN AREAS. \WHILE THESE AREAS
OFFER JOBS, THE HIGH COST OF LIVING, INCLUDING HOUSING AND TRANSPORTATION, CAN STRAIN HOUSEHOLD BUDGETS. ACCEss
TO QUALITY EDUCATION AND SOCIAL SERVICES CAN ALSO VARY SIGNIFICANTLY BY LOCATION, IMPACTING ECONOMIC MOBILITY.

Q: How DOES ANTI-ASIAN SENTIMENT AND DISCRIMINATION CONTRIBUTE TO ECONOMIC
INEQUALITY?

A: PERVASIVE ANTI-ASIAN SENTIMENT, FROM HISTORICAL XENOPHOBIA TO RECENT HATE CRIMES, CREATES A CLIMATE OF
DISADVANTAGE. THIS CAN AFFECT EDUCATIONAL ASPIRATIONS, CAREER CHOICES, AND ENTREPRENEURIAL VENTURES, LEADING TO
LOST OPPORTUNITIES AND ECONOMIC INSECURITY FOR ASIAN AMERICANS.
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