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Message from the Editors

Asian American and Pacific Islander
Wealth Inequality and Developing
Paths to Financial Security

C. Aujean Lee, Lisa Hasegawa,
Melany De La Cruz-Viesca, and Paul M. Ong

The increasing racial wealth gap in the United States is a trouble-
some sign that millions of families nationwide do not have enough in
assets for future needs, such as home purchases, secondary education
for children, a financial buffer in periods of uncertainty, and retirement.
Additionally, many families face challenges with earning enough in-
come to afford necessities such as housing, food, transportation, and
medical care. It is important to note that wealth and income are quite
different and should not be used interchangeably. This special issue of
the Asian American Pacific Islander Nexus Journal focuses on wealth—
the accumulation of all your assets, both physical and financial invest-
ments. In particular, why wealth is what really matters and is as impor-
tant as income in better understanding economic inequality.

This special issue is also the first publication devoted entirely to
an in-depth examination of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AA-
PIs), Native Hawaiians, and wealth. While previous work may have
included a chapter on the issue (e.g., see Ong and Patraporn, 2006),
this special journal issue gives voice to the highly diverse and complex
AAPI population’s ideals, concerns, and priorities in relation to wealth
inequality and financial security and moves beyond the simplistic and
misleading “model minority” stereotype. The special issue is a collec-
tion of papers presenting new insights that can enrich the policy debates
on tax policy reform, financial capability, student loans, social security,
retirement, housing, small business, and additional asset-building is-
sues, especially how they relate to other communities of color.

More than ever, it is important to include AAPIs in the develop-
ment of a more inclusive, fair, and comprehensive narrative about racial
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inequality. Nearly all research on wealth and assets look at the factor
of race and the measurable impacts of structural racism. We know that
institutional and structural racism is fueled by anti-blackness and that
AAPIs are used as a wedge in the racial wealth gap debate. These stud-
ies on the racial wealth divide either exclude AAPIs (often rendering
them invisible) or lump all forty or more ethnic groups into an aggre-
gate category of AAPIs and frame them as doing as well as or better
than white communities or the general population. This reduction of
the discourse to simply race also obscures systematic ethnic disparities
among AAPIs. By ignoring ethnic group differences, we fail to acknowl-
edge the wealth barriers that many groups experience, and are conse-
quently left out of asset-building policies and programs.

This default framing of AAPIs undermines the notion that race
and ethnicity matters and weakens the arguments for structural racism
and financial justice for communities of color. Perhaps unintended, but
the very dangerous subtext and implication is if AAPI communities can
overcome barriers associated with race or racism, why can’t other com-
munities of color do the same? The inclusion of diverse AAPI voices
and better AAPI data will strengthen efforts to dismantle structural ra-
cial inequality, not undermine them. With this special issue, we dem-
onstrate that race and ethnicity does indeed matter in developing the
narrative on wealth inequality and it is the lack of better data for AAPIs
and more nuanced analysis that contributes to a deceiving narrative.

AAPIs have faced historic discrimination—f{rom the stereotype of
the perpetual foreigner that created the segregated Chinatowns, to the
wealth stripping of Japanese Americans during World War IT when they
had to sell or abandon homes, treasured belongings, businesses, and
land. Today, AAPIs continue to face discrimination in a multitude of
ways, for example manifested in the form of accent discrimination, such
as lack of equal access to services due to language barriers in health,
employment, and housing. These are influencing factors that exacer-
bate wealth inequalities. In contrast, the analysis of AAPI data must
look at the generational composition of a household and immigration
status. For example, how U.S. immigration policy privileges and grants
citizenship to those who have high wealth holdings in their countries
of origin that could be invested in America. Thus, complicating our un-
derstanding of the wealth position for Asians born in the United States
compared with foreign-born Asians.

In the few studies that examine Native Hawaiians and Pacific
Islanders by ethnic group, researchers have also found these groups
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lagging behind others. For example, Naya (2005) found that Native Ha-
waiians had lower interest, dividends, and rental income in addition
to public assistance, retirement, social security, and supplementary se-
curity income than non-Native Hawaiians in Hawai'i. Ong (2006) also
examined farmland assets owned by Native Hawaiians in Hawai'i, and
found that a majority of the land is owned by whites (or about 75 per-
cent); by contrast, Native Hawaiians owned less than 5 percent in 2002.
Native Hawaiians also have much lower average income from assets in
Hawai’i—on average, they have about $2,000 in asset income compared
to whites who on average have $8,430 in assets (ibid.).

Moreover, AAPI ethnic groups must be oversampled to ensure
that there is enough statistical power for meaningful analysis. Recently,
two federal agencies announced encouraging policy developments re-
lated to AAPI data. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development both announced
in late 2015 that they will be collecting disaggregated AAPI subpop-
ulation data for two major federal data sets—the American Housing
Survey and Home Mortgage Disclosure Act. Furthermore, there has
been some progress with major institutions such as the Federal Reserve
Board of Governors and the Ford Foundation taking into serious con-
sideration that the AAPI perspective is indispensable when discussing
income and wealth disparities.

AAPI Nexus is deliberately dedicated to crossing boundaries be-
tween academic researchers, community practitioners, and policy mak-
ers. We are proud to present the first publication of research articles,
practitioner essays, and resource papers that represent the best emerg-
ing research and knowledge focused on Asian Americans, Pacific Is-
landers, Native Hawaiians, and wealth. The articles in this special issue
are organized into three themes: intersections of wealth and financial
capability; housing and financial justice; and policy interventions and
community-based responses.

Intersections of Wealth and Financial Capability

This section includes information about new data sets that address
the lack of data on wealth and financial holdings in federal surveys
such as the U.S. Census, in particular for AAPIs. The articles also focus
on financial stability over the life cycle, including analysis on youth, col-
lege students, and older adults. The topics in this section touch on the
following areas: reframing the Asian American wealth narrative with
new data from the National Asset Scorecard for Communities of Color
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Survey; Pacific Islanders and financial distress; financial access, atti-
tudes, and behaviors of low- and moderate-income AAPIs; increasing
youth financial capability through an examination of AAPI participants
in the MyPath Savings Initiative; perspectives from AAPI community
college students; and the financial security of AAPIs age fifty and older.

Housing and Financial Justice

The next theme, housing and financial justice, provides an over-
view of housing as an important asset and the context for what has hap-
pened to AAPIs, particularly with the Great Recession. As the articles
note, housing is critical to financial security and wealth accumulation
because it is the largest single source of wealth for AAPIs. These articles
provide a nuanced understanding of AAPIs and housing, particularly
as related to home ownership, housing burden, foreclosures, and insti-
tutions that support housing, including banks and housing counseling
agencies (HCAs). The foci in this section examine diversity and dis-
parity in home equity among Asian Americans; Asian American home
ownership and foreclosure pre- and posthousing boom in east San Ga-
briel Valley, California; AAPI foreclosure rates in Orlando, Florida, and
Phoenix, Arizona; the role of Asian-owned banks in access to credit in
Los Angeles and New York; and segmentation and devolution among
Asian American-serving HCAs and other HCAs that do not serve a
specific target population in Minneapolis-St. Paul, Minnesota, region.

Policy Interventions and Community-Based Responses

This special issue would not be complete without the perspectives
of policy advocates and community practitioners, who offer great in-
sights, new and innovative ideas, and solutions as to how to increase
financial security for AAPIs. The papers in this section address the U.S.
tax code and how it favors the wealthiest of Americans and expands
the racial-wealth gap; the National Coalition for Asian Pacific Ameri-
can Community Development’s Immigration Integration Financial
Capability project—a pilot project in Chicago, Houston, Los Angeles,
and New York; and participatory research and cooperative economic
strategies with South Asian immigrant women in the Bronx. The poli-
cies and programs discussed in these articles offer additional insights
regarding how to build AAPI financial capability and security, either
through macrolevel federal tax codes or through locally based pro-
grams that integrate financial services with other social services. Par-
ticularly because community-based organizations are key institutions
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that oftentimes provide a one-stop shop for clients, they need to better
incorporate asset-building services in the institution as a whole to reach
a broader audience.

Complementary Policy Topics

This issue also includes two nontheme papers that address com-
plementary policy topics that are important for AAPI data collection
and presentation—the potential for data disaggregation to resolve blind
spots in policy making for Native Hawaiians and other populations and
the importance of how to frame data on Asian Americans. The themes
discussed throughout the special issue reflect the fundamental tenets
of financial justice, with each article reflecting upon careful, evidence-
based consideration of issues with precise application to AAPI groups.

Implications for Future Research

While these articles do help to address gaps in the literature, we
acknowledge there is more research and work to be done. We also need
more information about broader age groups. While we do include some
information on AAPI youth and older adults, we are still lacking knowl-
edge about child savings accounts and older adults in relation to social
security and retirement. In particular, we have inadequate knowledge
about the wealth position of AAPI older adults with limited assets or
loss of employment during the recession. The special issue also does
not include information on small businesses and how they contribute
or hinder wealth building. Studies have shown that many Asian im-
migrants have higher rates of self-employment because of the language
barrier (Bates, 1999).

We also need to broaden how transnational ties have impacted
assets. Transnational capital is nothing new, particularly because of
the importance of remittances for many AAPIs. For example, National
Council of La Raza (2014) found that about 22 percent of AAPI low- and
moderate-income survey respondents used remittances or wire trans-
fer—a rate slightly higher than Latinos (17 percent)—and also the third
most used alternative financial service, following a credit card from
a bank and a gift card. Also, there are some studies that have shown
that Tonga, Samoa, and Fiji are dependent on remittances, where fam-
ily members are identified to work abroad so as to increase economic
returns for the family (Brown, Connell, and Jiminez-Soto, 2014). How-
ever, there are few studies that focus on how remitters in America are
impacted in their ability to build assets either in the United States or
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abroad. Along with remittances, U.S. immigration laws currently favor
international investors. As a result, there has been a significant increase
in the number of Asian investors purchasing homes and businesses in
the United States. More research is necessary to comprehend how these
laws provide strategies for asset building.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the number of Asian Ameri-
cans will increase 74 percent from 20.5 million in 2015 to 35.7 million in
2040, making Asian Americans the fastest-growing racial population in
the nation (Ong, Ong, and Ong, 2015). The Native Hawaiian and Other
Pacific Islander population is projected to increase 63 percent from 1.5
million in 2014 to 2.9 million in 2060 (Colby and Ortman, 2015). The
most recent data from the U.S. Census Bureau confirm that in 2009, for
the first time since this annual data series has been released, less than
one-half of all the three-year-old children were white (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2010). This racial and ethnic shift will be even greater over the
next several decades, as the Asian population is expected to nearly dou-
ble to constitute 9 percent of the population and Latinos are expected to
double and become 29 percent of the total population by mid-century
(ibid.). An increasingly diverse population will continue to affect every
aspect of U.S. society and could have a significant influence on the polit-
ical and economic state. The impact of growing communities of color is
on par, or potentially even greater than the impact baby boomers have
had on American business, consumerism, and culture. Consequently, as
we continue to live in an increasingly interconnected and interdepen-
dent global economy, closing the racial wealth gap is critical to growing
the U.S. economy and financial stability. By improving the assets and
wealth position of immigrants and communities of color, the United
States as a whole will foster greater economic security.

Previous research, including that supported by the Ford Founda-
tion, Federal Reserve, and others, has revealed disparities by ethnicity
and nativity, but the literature on AAPIs is still rather limited because
of very little disaggregated wealth data and analysis. This collection of
essays will add to the cumulative body of knowledge on wealth and
financial security and serve as a foundation for future research.
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Note

1. The Ford Foundation’s work is on the development and maintenance
of permanent social protection programs that can create financial assets
that break the intergenerational cycle of poverty. In the United States, the
Ford Foundation’s Building Economic Security over a Lifetime initiative
promotes public support for policies that create universal and progressive
savings accounts as well as Social Security and pension reforms that
increase benefits for low-wage workers. For more information, please
visit the foundation’s website at http: / / www.fordfoundation.org/issues/
economic-fairness/building-economic-security-over-a-lifetime.
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