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While the "Population Statistics & Demographics" article presented statistics on the

population characteristics of the Asian American population, this article presents

statistics on the socioeconomic characteristics of the largest Asian American ethnic

groups, how they compare with each other, and with Whites, Blacks, and

Hispanics/Latinos on various measures of socioeconomic achievement. As you will

see, the numbers make for some very interesting comparisons.

D I F F E R E N C E S  I N  S O C I O E C O N O M I C  A C H I E V E M E N T

In examining the Asian American population and comparing it to other racial/ethnic

groups such as Whites, Blacks, Hispanics/Latinos, and Native Americans, it is just as

important (some would say even more important) to consider socioeconomic

characteristics, in addition to population distributions. With that in mind, below are

statistics and demographics from the 2000 Census on how the six largest Asian American

ethnic groups compare with each other and with the other major racial/ethnic groups in

the U.S. The numbers in bold black represent the group with the highest (most

successful) attainment, while the group with the bold red number has the lowest (least

successful) attainment levels.

Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Largest Asian and other Racial/Ethnic

Groups

 

Whites Blacks Hispanics/

Latinos

Native

Americans

Asian

Indians

Cambodian,

Hmong,

or Laotian

Not Proficient in

English

0.7 0.8 30.3 2.6 8.4 44.3

Less than High

School

15.3 29.1 48.5 27.4 12.6 52.7

College Degree 25.3 13.6 9.9 10.8 64.4 9.2

Advanced Degree 3.0 1.2 1.6 0.9 12.5 0.4

Median Personal

Income

$23,640 $16,300 $14,400 $14,500 $26,000 $16,000

Median Family $48,500 $33,300 $36,000 $32,240 $69,470 $43,850
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Median Family

Income

$48,500 $33,300 $36,000 $32,240 $69,470 $43,850

Living in Poverty 9.4 24.9 21.4 25.1 8.2 22.5

Public Assistance 1.3 4.5 3.5 6.1 0.9 9.9

Married, Spouse

Present

64.5 38.0 56.3 50.2 74.9 66.6

Homeowner 78.2 54.4 52.4 64.2 56.8 53.3

In Labor Force 63.6 59.8 61.5 61.2 71.0 58.8

High Skill

Occupation

21.4 12.3 9.6 11.9 51.6 9.8

Median SEI Score 47.0 44.0 26.0 44.0 65.0 18.0

 

 
Chinese Filipinos Japanese Koreans Pacific

Islanders

Vietnamese

Not Proficient in

English

31.3 7.0 10.0 32.9 7.1 40.4

Less than High

School

23.6 13.1 9.5 13.8 21.7 37.8

College Degree 46.3 42.8 40.8 43.6 13.6 13.8

Advanced Degree 8.5 4.3 4.6 5.6 1.6 2.5

Median Personal

Income

$20,000 $23,000 $26,000 $16,300 $19,100 $16,000

Median Family

Income

$58,300 $65,400 $61,630 $48,500 $50,000 $51,500

Living in Poverty 13.1 6.9 8.6 15.5 16.7 13.8

Public Assistance 1.8 1.6 0.9 1.6 4.4 4.8

Married, Spouse

Present

67.1 62.7 60.7 69.0 61.4 61.2

Homeowner 65.7 67.6 70.8 51.9 48.1 60.0

In Labor Force 65.1 68.3 58.0 62.0 67.4 63.5

High Skill

Occupation

41.9 29.7 32.0 27.0 13.8 22.6

Median SEI Score 65.0 46.0 62.0 52.0 38.0 32.0

Click Here for Statistical Methodology and Explanation of Measures

These are certainly a lot of numbers to process. Let's take them one measure at a time.

In general, the results tend to show that once again, contrary to the perception that all

Asian Americans are the same, there are significant differences among different Asian

groups. For example, regarding being Not Proficient in English, the results show that

Cambodians, Hmong, and Laotians have the highest rate of lack of English fluency while

Whites have the lowest. That's generally understandable since a large portion of the

Southeast Asian population are refugees and therefore were not voluntary immigrants

like all other Asian groups. Conventional immigrants usually self-select in terms of
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like all other Asian groups. Conventional immigrants usually self-select in terms of

English proficiency while for refugees, immigration is more a matter of personal

survival.

In fact, Cambodians, Hmong, and

Laotians have the highest rates of having

Less than a High School education

(Japanese have the smallest) and the

lowest rates of having either a College

Degree or an Advanced Degree.

Regarding educational attainment, Asian

Indians have the highest rates -- an

astounding 64.4% have college degrees while 12.5% have an advanced degree (a law,

medical, or doctorate degree).

It should be apparent by now that Asian Indians tend to have the highest socioeconomic

attainment rates of all Asian Americans and that conversely, Cambodians, Hmong, and

Laotians tend to have the lowest. For example, Asian Indians are tied for the highest

Median Personal Income with Japanese (with Latinos the lowest, barely below Native

Americans). Asian Indians also have the highest Median Family Income, more than twice

that for the lowest group, Native Americans.

The results also show that while Filipinos have the lowest Poverty rates, Native

Americans have the highest (slightly higher than Blacks). This reflects the dire situation

of many Native Americans who still live on reservations that offer little employment and

opportunities for socioeconomic mobility. Nonetheless, Cambodians, Hmong, and

Laotians have the highest rate of receiving Public Assistance (with Asian Indians and

Japanese having the lowest).

Asian Indians also have the highest rate of being Married with Spouse Present while

Blacks have the lowest. Whites are the most likely to be a Homeowner, while

Cambodians, Hmong, and Laotians are the least likely. Asian Indians have the highest

rate of being in the Labor Force, while somewhat surprisingly, Japanese have the

lowest.

As further evidence of the high socioeconomic achievement levels of Asian Indians, they

have the highest rate of working in a High-Skill Occupation, generally characterized as

executive, professional, technical, or upper management (with Latinos having the

lowest rate), and the highest median Socioeconomic Index (SEI) score that measures

occupational prestige among employed workers (while Cambodians, Hmong, and

Laotians had the lowest median SEI score).

C O M P A R I N G  A P P L E S  T O  O R A N G E S ?

Overall, these socioeconomic statistics and demographic comparisons suggest a few

general patterns. First, it's clear that Asian Indians outperform all other racial/ethnic

groups in most measures of socioeconomic achievement. Second, traditionally

disadvantaged groups of color such as Blacks, Native

Americans, and Hispanic/Latinos still seem to lag
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Americans, and Hispanic/Latinos still seem to lag

behind in several socioeconomic measures. These

groups of color are joined by Cambodians, Hmong, and

Laotians (and to a lesser extent, Vietnamese), all of

whose relatively low achievement rates are undoubtedly

due to their refugee status.

Finally, these results clearly show that contrary to

some popular misconceptions and stereotypes about

Asian Americans being the "model minority," there can

be very large and significant socioeconomic differences

among Asian American ethnic groups. Several Asian groups are doing very well and in

fact, consistently outperform Whites on many measures of socioeconomic achievement.

On the other hand, a few Asian groups may exhibit a few very positive achievements

but on the whole, do not possess the same attainment levels of other Asian groups and

Whites.

All of this just goes to show that we need to be especially mindful of the specific

histories, experiences, and characteristics of unique racial/ethnic groups and that we

cannot automatically assume that just because they share some general similarities that

they are all alike or that there are no differences among them.
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