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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this research is to add to the repertoire of information available about Chinatown, Los 
Angeles as an ethnic enclave. It examines secondary data and primary data to establish information about 
its economic base and create a profile of the Chinatown community. While working with a grassroots 
organization, the Chinatown Community Economic Development (CCED), our team conducted and col-
lected surveys that supplement the secondary data from the Census. The first section provides secondary 
information on Chinatown regarding demographics, socioeconomic status, and housing demographics. 
The second section focuses on the survey results our team collected in partnership with CCED. Together, 
this research paper focuses on the intersection of research and community engagement to better assess the 
current state of Los Angeles Chinatown.

HISTORY

The Los Angeles Chinatown that we see today is not the Chinatown that once was. Much of Los Angeles 
Chinatown’s characteristics are due to Chinese, and more recently Southeast Asian, growth and history. In 
the early 20th century, Los Angeles Chinatown was considered a slum, “plagued by vice, moral decay, and 
poor sanitation” (Lin, 2008). Jan Lin, an Associate Professor of Sociology at Occidental College, recently 

Figure 1. Geographic Location of Chinatown Los Angeles
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published an article in the Amerasia Journal 34:3 that discusses Los Angeles Chinatown’s shift in eth-
nic growth, tourism, art, and gentrification. His research contextualizes Chinatown’s economic changes 
within national and global events. His methodology involves interviewing community residents, cultural 
preservation organizations, and beneficiaries of gentrification. Dr. Lin discusses that the recent emergence 
of gentrification starting in the 1990s in Chinatown is attributed to global attraction of investment and 
immigrant labor. Because Los Angeles is a global city, there have been many attempts by the Community 
Redevelopment Agency (CRA) and public officials to revitalize Chinatown. This also includes the global-
ization of Chinatown, bringing in transnational banks and business entities. The Gold Line Metro station, 
which was completed in 2003, is a classic example of “tangible benefits” of gentrification (Lin, 2008). The 
line brings business, entrepreneurs, economic growth, and tax revenue. Dr. Lin concludes by acknowledg-
ing that ethnic tourism, gentrification, and the ethnic growth machine are factors of Chinatown’s recent 
developments, and may very well contribute to the disruption of the growing class difference. Dr. Lin’s re-
search focuses on the 1990s. Although there is a lack of current research on the project, there is still much 
needed research to be done. 

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION

Chinatown is located in Central Los Angeles and within the vicinity of areas including Downtown, Lin-
coln Heights, and Echo Park. In the 1800s, it was called “Calle de los negros” and was located on what is 
now called Olvera Street (a street between Main Street and Alameda Street). With the removal of Calle de 
los negros in the beginning of 1900, Chinatown was displaced to what is now Union Station (bordered by 
East Cesar E. Chavez Avenue, Alameda Street and Arcadia Street). In the 1920s, Chinatown was moved to 
the area that was once Little Italy. Today, it is bounded by East Cesar E Chavez Avenue, Sunset Boulevard, 
Main Street, Alameda Street, Cottage Home Street and the 110 Pasadena Freeway (Figure 1). Dodgers Sta-
dium and Elysian Park are on the outskirts of Chinatown. 

Chinatown falls within the bounds of Los Angeles City Council District 1, California State Assembly 
District 45, California Senate District 21, and US Congressional District 34. Los Angeles Unified School 
District’s Castlelar Elementary School, the Los Angeles Public Library – Chinatown Branch, the Alpine 
Recreation Center, the Pacific Alliance Medical Center, and the Los Angeles Historic State park are some 
of the amenities available in Chinatown.
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DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS
Chinatown’s population increased steadily from the years 1960 to 2000 (Figure 3). A few reasons may be 
a result of the removal of immigration barriers as well as the economic opportunities that the city of Los 
Angeles had to offer during the early 1900s, when the United States was benefiting from industrialization. 
While the Asian population was growing from the 1960s, in 2000, the Asian population in Chinatown 
experiences a decrease.

Figure 2. Asian Population Trends 1960-2010

Source: 1960 to 2010 Decennial Census

In the 2010 Census, Chinatown’s population was recorded at 15,907. The concentration of Asians in China-
town (62%) is much higher than that of Los Angeles County’s (14%) (Figure 3), signifying that Chinatown 
is an Asian enclave. While more than half the inhabitants of Chinatown are Asian, there is a considerable 
Latino population (25%), revealing that Chinatown has a large population of minorities. Furthermore, the 
small increase in Asians from the year 2000 to 2010 show that its demographics is not only diversifying, 
but also changing.

In terms of Chinatown’s age distribution, less than a fourth of its population is under the age of 17 (17%). 
While the majority of the population is between the age of 18 and 64 (59%), almost a quarter of its popula-
tion is elderly, or above the age of 65 (24%). In comparison, Los Angeles County’s percentage of population 
under 17 years of age makes up a quarter of its population while those between the ages of 18 and 64, make 
up 64 percent of its total population. The elderly population of Chinatown is significantly higher when 
compared to Los Angeles County’s (11%), indicating that there is a higher dependency ratio in Chinatown 
than the county.  Moreover, the distribution of elderly men (25%) and women (23%) is comparable to each 
other despite the male population (44%) being smaller than the female population (56%).
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LANGUAGE AND NATIVITY

The demographics of Chinatown are important in providing a better picture of the community. Under-
standing the characteristics of the community is important, especially where the majority of the popula-
tion over 18 (83%) in Chinatown is immigrant (91%). In addition, over half of the population is naturalized 
U.S. citizens (64%), meaning they are eligible to receive government benefits including Social Security and 
Medicare. These services are especially important for the low-income elderly population, who face poorer 
health due to the costs of medical care (Rowland, et al., 1996). 

Further impacting their access to health care and other services is language. Of the large immigrant popu-
lation, a majority of them speak another language other than English (94%). Even more astonishing is that 
89 percent of immigrants, who speak another language, speak English less than “very well”. The lack of 
English fluency can impact access to services as well as the quality of services they are able to obtain. 

Perhaps one way non-fluent English speakers in Chinatown access services is through their children. Re-
search shows that language usage amongst second-generation Americans varies depending on race. Only 
four-in-ten second-generation Asian Americans can speak their parents’ native tongue well compared to 
the eight-in-ten second-generation Latinos (Pew Research Center, 2013). Yet, in Chinatown, of those born 
in the U.S., a large majority speaks a language other than English (85%) and speaks English “very well” 
(78%). This may be due to the large immigrant population who are impacting their children’s heritage lan-
guage obtainment as a result of their English fluencies. 

Figure 3. Demographics of Chinatown Los Angeles

Source: 2011 5-Year American Community Survey
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SOCIOECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS
From the demographic, language and nativity data, it is visible that a large percentage of its population is 
first-generation Americans or immigrants who face language barriers. These language barriers not only 
pose obstacles for accessing certain services such as healthcare, but also job opportunities. This is espe-
cially so if one of the main requirements for a majority of jobs is English proficiency. 

With less accessibility to economic opportunities, some may resort to seeking temporary jobs or work 
“under-the-table”. One important characteristic about Chinatown is that it is a Concentrated Poverty 
Neighborhood (CPN) that is adjacent to Downtown Los Angeles. The effects of being in a Concentrated 
Poverty Neighborhood are that the residents are living in a “severely diminished living environment” and 
a reduced quality of life (Matsunaga, 7). Furthermore, residents have trouble finding housing that can 
provide for a safe place to be at, have reduced mobility for commuting to jobs or meeting the household 
needs, have lower levels of skill and education among working-age adults, and in addition, lower levels of 
educational achievement among children. The socioeconomic status of the Chinatown community reflects 
many of the problems discussed in Matsunaga’s report. 
 
This section compares the education attainment levels of the Chinatown community, the employment and 
unemployment rates, the income levels of the community, the amount of public assistance that this com-
munity gets, and the labor force to that of Los Angeles County. Some sections compare the Asian popula-
tion in Chinatown to that of Los Angeles County, revealing the stark differences in income and standard 
of living.  The data collected reveals that Chinatown is a low-income community where the majority of 
residents are immigrants who not only face language barriers but also have a low level of education attain-
ment. 

Figure 4. Education Attainment for Population 25 Years and Above

Source: 2011 5-Year American Community Survey
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MEDIAN INCOME

The median income measures middle income as reported for Los Angeles County and Chinatown. Ac-
cording to Figure 5, the median income for Los Angeles County is approximately $56,000 as compared 
to $19,500 in Chinatown. This shows a distinct disparity between geographic regions within Los Angeles 
County. Although Los Angeles County accounts for a proportionately larger household population and 
Chinatown accounts for a smaller household population, the median income explains the lack of access to 
affordable housing, food, and necessities. Asian householders also show a growing gap between the areas; 
the median income for Asian householders in Los Angeles County is approximately $65,000 while the 
median income for Asian householders in Los Angeles Chinatown is just merely $17,000. This disparity 
may also be explained by the age distribution of Los Angeles Chinatown, where almost a quarter of the 
population is retired.

Source: 2011 5-year American Community Survey

POVERTY LEVELS

The poverty level is measured on a yearly basis. According to the Figure 6, the percent of families living 
under the poverty line in Chinatown is more than three times that of Los Angeles County (41.1% and 13% 
respectively). This number is alarming, considering almost half of Chinatown families are living under the 
poverty line. Moreover, the median income and poverty levels reveal the community’s inaccessibility to 
economic opportunities that may be attributed to low educational attainment and language barriers. 

Figure 5. Median Income by Household
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LABOR FORCE

Approximately half of Chinatown (53%) is in the labor force as compared to 65% in Los Angeles     County. 
According to the Figure 7, Chinatown’s unemployment rate (9.5%) is surprisingly close to Los Angeles 
County’s unemployment rate of 9.8 percent. The unemployment rate is the number of unemployed as a 
percent of those in the labor force. Part of the reason why Chinatown’s unemployment rate may be due to 
the substantial elderly population. Furthermore, a good portion of the labor force might be engaged in the 

Figure 6. Percentage of Families Whose Income in the Past 12 Months is Below the Poverty Level

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey

Figure 7. Unemployment Status for Population 16 Years and Over

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey
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informal economy or working temporary jobs. It is also important to note that those who are unemployed 
for over six months are not counted in the labor force, which may mean that the actual               unemploy-
ment rate in Chinatown is higher than reported. 

SOCIAL SECURITY INCOME (SSI), CASH PUBLIC ASSISTANCE, AND FOOD STAMPS/SNAP

There is a significantly small proportion of Los Angeles County that uses the Social Security’s Supplemen-
tal Security Income (SSI). SSI, Cash Public Assistance, and Food Stamps/SNAP are ways that residents in 
Chinatown supplement their low incomes. The federal government awards recipients with cash benefits, 
which residents can use for food, housing, and other basic needs.  It is important to note that for China-
town, Figure 8 shows that 22 percent of the population use SSI, which is about four times higher than Los 
Angeles County (6%). According to Figure 8, households’ living in Chinatown with cash public assistance 
income is 12 percent. This proportion is about four percentage points higher than the Los Angeles County 
(8%). A proportion of households in Chinatown rely on food stamps to get by, revealing again the extent 
in which a income gap exists between Asian residents in Chinatown and Asian residents in Los Angeles 
County.

Figure 8. Supplemental Security Income, Cash Public Assistance and Food Stamp/SNAP

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey
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HOUSING
The United States National Housing Act of 1937 created a public housing program that would serve the 
housing needs of low-income families. The program defined family eligibility into the public housing 
program by setting income limits, where “a tenant’s income could not exceed five to six times the rent” 
(Schwartz 2008). Income limits were replaced by maximum rents where rents could not exceed 20 percent 
of family income. By 1968, the rent threshold was established at 25 percent of family income. In 1981, hous-
ing costs exceeding 30 percent of family income became the rule of thumb for acknowledging a housing 
affordability problem. This rule of thumb still stands today and is also referred to as the “housing-cost 
burden”. 

In 1980, the Los Angeles City Council adopted the Chinatown Redevelopment Project that was admin-
istered by the Community Redevelopment Agency of Los Angeles (CRA/LA). The goal was to “eliminate 
blight, stimulate the development of affordable housing and maintain the area’s prominence as the focal 
point of commerce and culture for the Chinese population of Southern California (CRA/LA 2005).” With 
the assistance of the CRA/LA, seven housing projects and the rehabilitation of 246 dwelling units were 
completed. Since 2011, the CRA/LA has been succeeded by the Designated Local Authority (DLA), which 
will continue administering the Chinatown Development Project. 

While affordable housing units exist in Chinatown, the data collected exposes the reality that more than 
half the population in Chinatown faces a housing affordability problem. Housing is one of the most im-
portant expenditures that people make, yet the type of housing people choose is often restricted to their 
purchasing power. Moreover, housing choices for minorities can reveal issues of social stratification and 
impact other factors in their lives including educational attainment, healthcare, and social status. Research 
shows that the quality of life for minorities is dependent on family background and economic resources, 
household conditions (ownership, crowding, and quality) and educational attainment (Conley 2001).

HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS

In Chinatown, the average household size of an owner-occupied unit and renter-occupied unit is three 
people. About 60 percent of Asian households (Figure 9) are family households, and of that, single house-
holders make up 25 percent. Of the 40 percent non-family Asian households, 83 percent are householders 

Figure 9. Household Type - Asian Alone

  Family households: 60%
    Married-couple family 75%
    Other family: 25%
      Male householder, no wife present 25%

      Female householder, no husband present 75%
  Nonfamily households: 40%

Householder living alone 83%
     Householder not living alone 17%

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey

14



living alone. In Chinatown, the average household size of an owner-occupied unit and renter-occupied 
unit is three people. About 60 percent of Asian households are family households, and of that, single 
householders make up 25 percent. Of the 40 percent non-family Asian households, 83 percent are house-
holders living alone. These numbers may indicate that there is a portion of the elderly population living 
alone. Furthermore, the low educational levels and language barriers may have a heavier financial impact 
on family households headed by one householder.

The housing data collected in Chinatown show that 94 percent of occupied housing is renter-occupied, 
which is a higher percentage of renters compared to the 52 percent in Los Angeles County. Only six per-
cent are homeowners, which is significantly smaller than Los Angeles County’s (48%). Additionally, of the 
percentage of owners and renters in Chinatown, 68 percent and 63 percent of the proportions are Asian, 
respectively. These rates are higher than Los Angeles County’s Asian-alone statistics of tenure of occupied 
housing units (51% owners and 49% renters). In considering the demographics and social economic sta-
tuses of most Chinatown residents, it becomes increasingly clear that the majority of renters are vulnerable 
to rent increases. Furthermore, the lack of English proficiency amongst many of the residents may indicate 
that they are unaware of their rights. This is especially important in the city of Los Angeles, where there is 
rent control or rent stabilization.

Figure 10. Rental Units Supply and Demand

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey
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Another indicator of a housing affordability problem for the community is comparing the gross rent to the 
Fair Market Rent. The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) calculated that the final 
Fair Market Rent (FMR) for non-substandard housing during the fiscal year of 2007 (FY 2007) was $1,016 
for a one unit bedroom in the Los Angeles-Long Beach Metropolitan area. The FMR for the fiscal year of 
2011 increased to $1,173 for a one unit bedroom. Yet, 21 percent of Chinatown residents pay 100 to 499 
dollars in gross rent, 46 percent pay between 500 dollars to 999 dollars, and 29 percent pay between 1000 
and 1,999 dollars (Figure 11). These numbers reveal that a large portion of renters in Chinatown are paying 
under the HUD’s calculated FMR and may be living in substandard housing.

Despite the fact that more than 50 percent of renters are paying under the 2011 FMR, Chinatown residents 
face a housing affordability problem. Out of the eight percent of homeowners, 80 percent face a housing 
affordability problem that is also significantly higher than Los Angeles County’s 55 percent (Figure 12). Of 
the 91 percent renters in Chinatown, more than half (63%) face a housing affordability problem, which is 
not much higher than the overall Los Angeles County region (58%). These numbers suggest that a number 
of Chinatown residents paying under the FMR are finding ways to cut down housing costs, and a result, 

Figure 11. Gross Rent 

Source: 2007-2011 5-Year American Community Survey

Access to housing is also an important indicator of housing affordability. Figure 9 uses the cost of renter 
units and the household income to show the supply and demand for renter units in Chinatown (Figure 10). 
When the number of renter households exceeds renter units, there is a shortage in renter units available. 
Conversely, where the number of renter units exceeds the number of renter households, there is a surplus 
in the supply of renter units. Figure 9 therefore shows that many residents making less than $15,000 in 
household income have a scarce supply of renter units within their affordability range. If there is a renter 
unit scarcity, households making less than $15,000 may forced to live in poor quality renter units or in-
crease their housing cost burden.
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they may be choosing to live in sub-standard housing that can lead them to live in overcrowded conditions. 
Sub-standard housing can impact one’s quality of life, and further impact children’s ability to concentrate 
and succeed in education (Conley 2001). 

Figure 12. Housing Affordability

Source: 2007-2001 5-Year American Community Survey

17



COMMUNITY CONCERNS
The total surveys collected are not representative of the Chinatown community because of the small sam-
ple size attained in the brief amount of time available. In working with the Chinatown Community for 
Equitable Development (CCED), the team was able to survey with a basic background on the Chinatown 
community. The goal of the survey was to provide a different image of Chinatown that was not available 
through the data collected from the American Community Survey.

The following survey results are only intended to provide a snapshot of the Chinatown community by re-
vealing what members of the community feel is a top concern for them. While housing is an important is-
sue in the community, many residents surveyed felt that jobs were their main priority. This might link back 
to the fact that access to housing is dependent on one’s purchasing power. It further indicates that there are 
members of the community who are having difficulty securing a job which may be due to language barri-
ers and educational attainment. 

Their concerns on housing and employment is also relevant to new developments in Chinatown. These 
developments include the Jia Apartments, which will be a mixed-use complex set to open sometime in the 
year 2013. Such developments will impact the supply and demand of rental units, housing affordability and 
economic opportunities in the community.

The survey results also showed that public safety was a concern in the community. Yet the term public safe-
ty is quite broad in nature. One interesting point to note is that the issue of public safety changes through 
the different age groups, indicating they each have a different idea of safety. In Central Los Angeles com-
munity, gang violence may cause more concern for the youth than adults who might be more concerned 
with jobs and housing.

TOP CONCERNS

Jobs
Many residents surveyed reported that the issue of jobs and employment are one of the most deeply af-
fected problems of the community. 26 out of 81 surveys (32%) of the study population listed jobs as a top 
concern, making it the most chosen concern of the sample size. The issue of employment in Chinatown is 
dramatic since only 53 percent of the population is in the labor force. Some of the variables that may affect 
residents’ reaction to jobs being the top concern are age, education, physical health, family background, 
distance from home, and so forth. Furthermore many residents can be part of an informal labor force that 
is not represented in these reports.  

When comparing the ages of respondents that marked jobs as top concern, the residents are evenly dis-
tributed between three age groups. Of this sample 43 percent of the group was in the 45-54 age range, 42 
percent were in the 22-34 age range and 40 percent were in the 33-44 age range; showing almost equal 
variation in adult ages (Figure 13). These results suggest that each age group has barriers and challenges in 
attain job security. Even though there are numerous accounts in literature of older workers experiencing 
discrimination and replacement by younger workers, these results show us that even the younger genera-
tions of Chinatown feel the pressures of job security as well (Zhou). This could be attributed to a variety 
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Figure 13. Cross Tabulations of Survey Results

Source: Survey Results

of factors including educational attainment, language proficiency or etc. Thus, the barriers of employment 
opportunities in Chinatown may be widespread and indiscriminate of age. 

Furthermore, another cross tabulation of the results showed that employment to be more of a concern 
for women than for men. Of all the men that answered the survey, 24 percent chose jobs as a top concern. 
Of all the women that answered the survey, 40 percent chose jobs as a top concern. Although women are 
generally considered secondary wage earners, it seems as though there is a high desire for the women of 
Chinatown to participate in the labor market given their response. Nevertheless, these residents, mostly 
immigrants with varying fluencies of English, must continue their traditional roles; creating pressure for 
them to juggle the workplace and home (Zhou). Thus, working immigrant women may be more dispro-
portionately concentrated and stuck in low-ranking and low-wage occupations than male counterparts of 
equal education and skills. 
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Overall, the jobs concern presented in the survey could cover a wide range of problems. The labor market 
is a broad issue that could include a variety of problems including youth employment problems, the finan-
cial vulnerability of seniors and integration of women into labor markets. Further research or surveys may 
want to focus in on the concern of “jobs” and pinpoint the exact situations the residents are experiencing.

Public Safety
According to the survey results, 29 percent of respondents ranked public safety as the most important con-
cern. Figure 11 illustrates the relationships between age group and top concerns. Respondents between the 
ages of 35 and 44 have the highest response to public safety as their top concern/one of their top concerns, 
followed by ages 21 and under. The disproportionate amount of responses to public safety raise questions 
about what factors make respondents feel unsafe in Chinatown.

Furthermore, from 2011 to 2013, the LAPD crime rate results indicate that Central Los Angeles profile has 
much higher percentages of violent crime rates as compared to the citywide profile. In Central Los Ange-
les, there is a recent increase in crime rates from January 2013 to Feb 2013 – there is a 28 percent increase 
in violent crimes. Out of the 28 percent of violent crime rate, 7 percent increase in robbery, and 57 percent 
increase are aggravated assault. Compared to central LA area, the citywide has a 7 percent increase. Out 
of the 7 percent, only 4 percent are robbery cases and 9 percent are aggravated assault cases. This drastic 
difference may suggest that Chinatown has higher crime rate than LA County overall.

Survey results also revealed that gender had varying responses to public safety as a major concern. Male 
respondents were more concerned about public safety than woman. Out of 13 people who ranked public 
safety as the most important issue, 54 percent are males, 46 percent are females. Although, these percent-
ages may not fully represent the whole Chinatown population, they are still important issues that require 
further research.

Housing
Based on the surveys that were collected, 22 percent of respondents stated that housing was one of their 
major areas of concerns. Thus, housing ranked third amongst Chinatown survey participants. The Los An-
geles Times published a profile on LA’s Chinatown community, and found that there was a mass number 
of residents renting their homes. The data was collected from the Los Angeles Department of City Plan-
ning in a 2000 Census. The results showed that 94 percent of households are renter occupied, while the 
remaining 6 percent are homeowners. The number of renters is staggeringly high in comparison to those 
who own a home. A recurring theme expressed by respondents was that rents increased every year and 
it continues to put a strain on their finances. According to the 2007-2011 American Community Survey, 
many inhabitants of Chinatown dedicate over 30 percent of their income to rent, which indicates they are 
facing a housing affordability problem. Thus, respondents’ responses were similar to the findings that a 
majority of Chinatown residents are facing a housing affordability problem.

At-a-glance, Chinatown appears to have housing that consists of a variation of apartment complexes and 
houses. A majority of respondents who chose housing as their top priority found that rent is expensive for 
them. However, nearly half of the residents pay a monthly rental cost between $500 to $999 for their hous-
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ing, which is under the 2011 Fair Market Rent of $1,016 for a one bedroom unit. Their response to rent 
prices is an important indicator of how their small purchasing power will affect their access to the supply 
of rental units. It further suggests that the Chinatown community continually faces rent increases   and 
that residents may not know their rights. For example, the large immigrant community that faces language 
barriers may be more susceptible to rent increases that violate Los Angeles’ Rent Stabilization Ordinance 
(where rent increases by landlords cannot exceed 4 percent of the fair market rent).

In addition to the cost of housing, the quality of the homes in Chinatown is also an issue. Many of the 
homes do not have a large lot, and some homes were located very close to their neighbors indicating a lack 
of privacy amongst each other. Lack of privacy and substandard housing conditions can impact the health 
of children and educational outcomes (Conley, 2011). Furthermore, many units were quite old which fur-
ther compromises the integrity of the housing units. Substandard housing units can have a large impact on 
both mental and physical health, especially when one becomes exposed to toxic chemicals.
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Los Angeles Chinatown has changed since the 1930s, but it has remained an ethnic enclave for Asians. By 
establishing an economic base, what became obvious was the growing gap in inequality between Asians 
concentrated in Chinatown and those throughout Los Angeles County. This not only disproves the Asian 
model minority stereotype, but also reveals how important research is in helping communities similar to 
Chinatown move forward.

It was also very important to provide the residents of Chinatown a voice. While the surveys collected are 
not representative of the entire community, it does give a glimpse into what some of the issues members of 
the community face. Housing affordability, economic opportunities, and public safety are vital to foster-
ing a community capable of moving up the income ladder. Furthermore, the issues Chinatown residents 
found important, were not well reflected in the American Community Survey (ACS). Moreover, the ACS 
data helps to provide a profile of the Chinatown community, but the voice of the community is what really 
supports the data.

Lastly, as new developments continue in Chinatown, the community will be faced with new challenges and 
opportunities alike. More research is necessary in understanding what the impact developments such as 
Wal-Mart will have on the Chinatown community. Especially in regards to the fact that Chinatown is not 
only an ethnic enclave, but also a low-income community with low educational attainment and language 
barriers. These characteristics make Chinatown residents more vulnerable to gentrification and social in-
equality. 

CONCLUSION
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A

Methods  

The data gathered from the 2011 5-Year American Community Survey were from five of the six Cen-
sus Tracts in Chinatown that consisted of an Asian population over 30 percent (1977, 2061.1, 2071.01, 
2071.02, and 2071.03). The Census data gathered from the years 1960 to 1970, aggregated the Asian 
population into the category “other”. It was not only 1980 that a separate category for Asians was 
created. Additionally, the population data may have some inaccuracies due to the various boundary 
changes between 1960 and 2010. These tract changes affect the analysis of population and demo-
graphics in Chinatown as a result of the incorporation and disintegration of certain tracts that fell 
within the boundaries of Chinatown.

Therefore, past research and methodologies may have considerable differences in data collection and 
analysis. Lastly, percentages are calculated using data collected from the American Community Survey. 
All estimates and percentages are rounded to a whole number. 

Source: U.S. Census 2010, Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding and Referencing/ Line Shapefile

Figure 14. Chinatown Population Map of Asian Alone
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Definitions

Social Economic Status

Civilian labor force: in any given area measures the proportion of the population who: (1) are not in 
the armed forces, (2) are above the legal age of 16, and (3) are not institutions such as prisons, mental 
hospitals, or nursing homes.

Unemployment rate: is the percent of the labor force that is unemployed.

Nativity

Native: “The native population includes people born in the United States, Puerto Rice, or the U.S. Is-
lands (such as Guam). People who were born in a foreign country but have at least one American (U.S. 
citizen) parent also are included in this category. The native population includes anyone who was a 
U.S. citizen at birth” (American FactFinder Census Data Information).

Foreign born: “The foreign-born population includes all people who were not U.S. citizens at birth. 
Foreign-born people are those who indicated they were either a U.S. citizen by naturalization or they 
were not a citizen of the United States” (American FactFinder Census Data Information).

Housing Tenure

Gross rent:  the contract rent plus the estimated average monthly cost of utilities... if these are paid by 
the renter (or paid for the renter by someone else) (American FactFinder Census Data Information).

Fair Market Value: is the 40th percentile of gross rents for typical, non-substandard rental units occu-
pied by recent movers in a local housing market.
GIS Mapping

To develop these maps, we used the online research tool Social Explorer to obtain decennial Census 
data on population by race in the tracts encompassing Chinatown Los Angeles.  Even though the 

 1960  1970  1980  1990  2000  2010

Figure 15. LIST OF CHINATOWN CENSUS TRACTS, 1960-2010

 2061  2061  2061  2060  2071   2071.01 
 2071  2071  2071  2071  2060.1  2071.02 
 2072  2072  2072  2060.2   2060.2  2071.03     
 1977  1977  1977  1977  1977  2060.1 
 1971  1971  1971  1971    2060.2 
               1977
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rough files containing our raw data required reformatting in order to be used by ArcGIS, we were able 
to join them to the ArcGIS tract delineations we established in the earlier stages of our research.  This 
allowed us to provide a spatial analysis of Asian residents in Chinatown.

Data Analysis and Graphs: Strengths and Limitations

The Socioeconomic Status (SES) data draws from the 2011 5-Year American Community Survey (ACS) 
from American FactFinder. While the decennial census presents the official count of the entire popu-
lation to Congress, the American Community Survey is conducted every year to ensure that a large 
enough sample size represents the population. The ACS also determines where almost $400 billion 
federal and state funding go to. The ACS asks more in-depth questions. Although the ACS has in-
creased the sampling size, there might be limitations that prohibit researchers to retrieve concise data. 
The estimates are averaged out for 5 years, which means there are statistical limitations.

Because the ACS is a sampling population, it is often published with confidence levels and margins 
of error. This means that if the survey were conducted again, the true value would fall in between the 
margins of error. This proves to be a challenge because the data does not necessarily add up to the 
correct proportions and/or numbers every time.

Another issue that our group had to work with is the percentages that are calculated by the ACS. Some 
variables did not have estimated numbers, so we had to change them into numbers. After which, we 
then added the core total values for that specific variable together and divide by the core total for all 
values to get a percent for the specific variable. The issue may come into play when we get values that 
are not in whole numbers.
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APPENDIX B

Survey Method

Sophia Cheng of CCED created the survey used for analysis. It was a quickly drawn-up survey specifi-
cally designed for our project that took into account what data the American Community Survey 
was unable to collect. The survey length took into consideration the amount of time given for survey 
collection (within eight weeks) and aimed to minimize the time it would take for each participant to 
answer. 

The survey began with simple questions that gave quick responses. These questions included where 
one were born and what ethnicity they were. The goal of these two questions was to obtain informa-
tion about the ethnic populations and the countries of origins for Los Angeles Chinatown residents. 
The survey also asked the age range of the resident. The age brackets were simple groupings that 
Sophia found from other surveys.

As the survey progressed, participants were required to engage more with the questions by reveal-
ing much more personal aspects of their lives. These answers included their occupation and whether 
they were looking for work. The final question required the participant to think about their needs and 
priorities in the Chinatown community by asking them to number their concerns according to impor-
tance. In many cases, participants checked off concerns instead of numbering them. The issue ranking 
was difficult to analyze. A proportion of the surveyed residents did not have a 2nd top concern nor 
a 3rd top concern. This proved to be a challenge when ruling out biases from a small proportion of 
surveyors.

Before our group began surveying, we were briefly trained on how to instrument the surveys and ap-
proach residents. Each team member was paired to another depending on his or her language abili-
ties. Chinese and Spanish translated surveys were used also used despite minor mistakes in translation. 
Survey routes were decided on a random basis and did not take into account the number of housing 
units or types of housing that existed on a particular street. The surveys were also spatially concen-
trated in the northeast portion of Chinatown, where a majority of Asian residents lived. The streets 
surveyed on the western part of Chinatown are where public housing programs exist.

Some other limitations are the lack of language translation. Because Los Angeles Chinatown consists 
of many ethnic populations, the survey instrument was only translated to Chinese and Spanish. With 
the time constraint, Sophia had limited resources and could only carry out these translations with 
minimal mistakes throughout the process. Sophia hopes that the survey serves as a catalyst for future 
surveys and work to be done in Los Angeles Chinatown.
 
Survey Analysis 

The questions designed from the survey did not particularly reference other survey methods. They 
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were written to capture information that was not provided by the American Community Survey. These 
pieces of information include what the priorities of residents are and whether they are looking for 
work or not. The goal of the survey was to also disaggregate Asian data collected from the American 
Community Survey. However, due to the survey limitations, we were unable to capture a very repre-
sentative of the Chinatown community. 

Furthermore, the age classification “Under 21” was also unable to provide us information on the num-
ber of survey participants that were minors. While the majority were adults, there were also instances 
when minors helped their parents fill out the survey. This may have been due to the language barriers 
we faced when asking the survey questions and especially in the cases where further translation was 
needed to clarify questions. 

For completed surveys, the question of language was important in identifying what some of the 
languages were spoken. These languages were mostly Chinese dialects that came from the southern 
regions of China, including Toisanese, Chiu Chow and Cantonese. This type of data is not found in the 
American Community Survey and helped us understand more about where people were from. 

For our data, we only analyzed the top three concerns from the options chosen from the first prior-
ity participants reported. Moreover, most respondents did not list their priorities from one being the 
highest and three being the lowest. Surveys that did not list priorities were deemed incomplete and 
not used for our analysis. Another important aspect about the priorities is that there were no subcat-
egories for certain concerns such as housing, which was amongst the top issues amongst participants. 
Having a subcategory would have been further helpful in understanding what aspects of housing are 
particularly important for residents. Informal discussions mostly discussed the costs of renting but 
there is also the issue of housing quality, which would have helped paint a better picture of some of 
the housing problems in Chinatown.

Survey Area

Each group that surveyed were given a “walk-record sheet” and requested to record their visits to 
housing units. The type of responses and number of homes surveyed would determine our rejection 
rate, however, many of these worksheets were improperly filled-out. Figure 16 outlines the different 
streets surveyed. The routes were chosen randomly without consideration to the number of housing 
units available on the street.
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Figure 16. Survey Routes within Chinatown 

The residential streets that we surveyed are listed as follows:

Source: U.S. Census 2010, Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding and Referencing/ Line Shapefile

Alpine Street 
Bartlett Street
Bunker Hill Ave
Chung King Road
Centennial Street 
Cleveland Street

Figueroa Street
Marview Ave
N. Beaudry Ave
New Depot Street 
Ord Street
W. Ann Street

W. College Street
W. Rondout Street
W. Elmyra Street
White Knoll Drive
Yale Street
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Data Analysis

In order to analyze the survey results, we used the IBM SPSS software. Some of the results are in-
cluded in our research. To simplify the findings and eliminate biases from the small sample size, we 
combined and expanded some of the survey ranges in our data analysis. For example, we used fre-
quencies of 10 years for “Years Lived in Chinatown” in our data analysis to balance the categories. All 
the survey data analysis that we conducted is shown below.

 Years Lived in Chinatown Categories

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid 0 to 10 years 49 60 62 62

10.1 to 20 years 21 26 27 89

20.1 to 30 years 4 5 5 94

30.1 to 40 years 2 2 3 96

More than 40 years 3 4 4 100

Total 79 96 100

Missing System 3 4

Total 82 100

Years Lived in 
Current Unit 
Category

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid 0 to 10 years 50 61 69 69

10.1 to 20 years 18 22 25 93

20.1 to 30 years 2 2 3 96

30.1 to 40 years 1 1 1 97

More than 40 years 2 2 3 100

Total 73 89 100

Missing System 9 11

Total 82 100

Statistics

Most Important Issue  

N Valid 81

Missing 0

Mode 1

Range 7

Minimum 1
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Maximum 8

Most Important Issue

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent
Valid Jobs 26 32 32 32

Housing 13 16 16 48

Healthcare 8 10 10 58

Education 6 7 7 65

Environment 4 5 5 70

Transportation 8 10 10 80

Public Safety 14 17 17 98

Other 2 3 3 100

Total 81 100 100
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