
Are AAPIs the “Model Minority”?
The AAPI Experience



Workshop Agenda
I. What is the model minority myth?

A. Breakout Groups: NBC article discussion
B. Mini lecture: How the model minority myth impacts AAPIs

II. Where did the model minority myth come from?
A. Breakout Groups: Self + Time article discussion
B. MIni lecture: Origins of the myth + impact on other minority 

groups

III. Confronting the MMM
A. Breakout Groups: Brainstorming discussion



Have you experienced...
+ Others (peers, professors, teachers, counselors) telling you that "you must be 

great at math and/or science! Are you going to go to med school?"

+ Professors and classmates assuming that you "study all the time" and that 
you're "doing just fine" without any additional help 

+ Family wondering why you are choosing a major like Art or Journalism 
instead of medicine or engineering, "like your cousins (or brothers/sisters)"

+ College peers expressing envy or resentment that you "probably get A's all 
the time," or that you surely were easily admitted into your school

+ Others seeming surprised when you "stand up for yourself" or express 
dissatisfaction about a situation

+ Feeling inadequate about not "living up to" the image of (academic) 
excellence that others seem to expect of you

Source: University of Texas, Austin
Counseling and Mental Health Center 

https://cmhc.utexas.edu/modelminority.html
https://cmhc.utexas.edu/modelminority.html


What is the Model Minority 
Myth (MMM)?

“The myth is often defined as the 
overgeneralization that Asian 
Americans achieve universal 
educational and occupational success 
(Yi et al. 2020: 543).”



What were your initial reactions to this 
article? Did anything surprise you?

What are recurrent themes in the articles?

How do these themes relate to 
experiences of AAPI young adults?

Group Discussion
The mental health toll of being a 'model minority' in 2020
> > 4 Breakout Rooms (10 minutes)

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/mental-health-toll-being-model-minority-2020-n1249949


Why is the MMM problematic?

+ It overlooks the heterogeneity among Asian immigrant ethnic 
groups and their different socioeconomic outcomes. 

+ Erases racism against AAPIs (historical struggles and activism)

+ Divisive: it pits AAPIs against other ethnoracial minority groups 
(used as a racial wedge to  deny or downplay the impact of racism 
and discrimination on people of color in the US).

+ Exists alongside the myth of AAPIs as perpetual foreigners.



aapidata.com



Mainstream Narrative: 
Asian Americans have the highest median income

Source: census.gov



Source: 2018 Pew Research Center

Hidden Reality:
Income inequality rising most rapidly among Asians 



2018 Pew Research Center

Center for American 
Progress 2015

Hidden Reality:
AAPI income + education are widely varied 



Hidden Reality:
1.7 million undocumented Asian Americans

Aapidata.com
Huffington Post: “Why Asian Immigrants are Uniquely Vulnerable to Trump’s looming ICE raids” 2019

+ Fastest growing 
undocumented group

+ Most from India and China, 
(followed by Philippines and 
Korea)

+ Strong source of shame -- 
little help-seeking

+ Targeted for deportation (31% 
of immigration court 
proceedings in 2019 in NYC 
for Chinese + Indian 
immigrants)



Are AAPIs assimilated?
One third of all AAPIs are limited English proficient

aapidata.com



How were Asian Americans affected by COVID-19?

+

Source: The Marshall Project

The Marshall Project / Associated Press reported on “excess deaths” in 2020 
compared to prior years. Asian Americans had a 35% increase overall with 
13,620 excess deaths as of July, the second highest change after Hispanics.

Lack of conversation about COVID-19’s impact on AAPIs may be partly due to 
low testing numbers, which may result from stigma, immigration status, or SES.



+ Between 2005-2017, the Asian 
population in NYC had the highest 
poverty rate among all major 
ethnicities in 9 out of 12 years.

+ A 2015 AAF report found that only 
1.4% of social service contracts went 
to programs designed to serve 
Asian New Yorkers, who are 15% of 
the population.

+ The number of NYC Asians living in 
poverty has been increasing (by 44% 
between 2000-2016), driven by 
immigration.

+ Asian American jobless rate in NYC 
rose from 3.4% in Feb 2020 to 25.6% 
in May 2020 -- the largest increase 
among all major racial groups.

+ Each Asian ethnicity group, who all 
depend on a unique mix of job 
industries, was deeply impacted by 
job loss -- with working class Asians 
bearing the brunt.

+ One in five Asian workers living in 
poverty depended on food service 
jobs.

2020 COVID-19 ImpactOverview

Asian American Federation. “Hidden in Plain Sight: Asian Poverty in NYC.” 2018
Asian American Federation. “Impact of COVID-19 on Asian Employment in NYC.” 2020

Snapshot: Asian Americans in NYC



1.National CAPACD: “The Data Case for AAPI anti-Displacement”
2. National CAPACD: “Anti-Displacement Strategies” 2016
3. AALDEF: “Chinatown then and now” 2013

Gentrification + Displacement affect AAPIs

+ 73% of low-income AAPIs live in 
the most expensive housing 
markets, putting them at high risk 
of displacement1 

+ Chinatowns in America:

○ In D.C., 3,000 residents has 
dwindled to 300 in recent 
years2

○ In NYC, Boston, and 
Philadelphia, white pop. 
growth has outpaced white 
pop. growth overall in the 
city3

+ Housing set aside as ‘affordable’ is 
often too expensive for longtime 
residents 

○  e.g., Boston affordable 
housing is targeted toward 
people making 80-100% of 
the area’s median income4

+ Wealthy AAPIs can be 
perpetrators of gentrification

○ E.g. Chinese real estate 
developers in Flushing

+ Economic impact of COVID-19 will 
likely worsen conditions for 
vulnerable groups

4. The Atlantic: “The End of the American Chinatown” 2019
5. The Guardian: “‘Not what it used to be’...’ 2020



MMM’s Ongoing Impact on 
AAPI Mental Health

+ A psychological pressure to either live up to the myth, or to 
rebel against the myth

+ Distancing oneself away from other AAPIs to reduce 
association with the myth -- results from internalization of 
MMM

+ A false idea of the “myth of meritocracy” -- that pulling 
yourself up by your bootstraps will give you opportunity, 
power, and respect

+ Denial or downplaying of experiences of racial discrimination



Where did the MMM come 
from?



How does the MMM breed conflict between 
minority groups?

Do you feel like you have ever benefited from 
the MMM? 

How does the perpetuation of the MMM, 
either by AAPIs ourselves or by white 

structural forces, make you feel?

Group Discussion
My Fellow Asian Americans, We Need to Stand in Solidarity With Black Lives Matter
The Asian American Response to Black Lives Matter Is Part of a Long, Complicated History
> > 4 Breakout Rooms (15 minutes)

https://www.self.com/story/asian-american-black-american-solidarity
https://time.com/5851792/asian-americans-black-solidarity-history/


In 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s  published his 
report “The Negro Family”— popularly dubbed 

“The Moynihan Report”

Moynihan argued that eradicating poverty in 
African American families requires changing the 

cultural values, aspirations, and behaviors of the 
African American poor. 

The Culture of Poverty Thesis



The Model Minority 
Antithesis

“Success Story, 
Japanese-American Style”

by sociologist William Petersen
York Times Magazine, 1966

“Success of One Minority Group 
in U.S.” 

by a staff writer
News & World Report, 1966



● The law replaced a national origins quota system.

● In the descending system of preferences, family 
connections became the primary basis for acceptance and 
professional and job skills became a secondary basis.
○ First preference: Spouses, unmarried children under 18, and 

parents of US citizens could enter the United States without 
numerical restriction. 

○ Second preference: Adult family members of US citizens had 
priority; and then spouses and unmarried adult children of 
resident aliens.

○ Third preference: Professionals and people with special 
abilities.

1965 Immigration Act



Military Activities in 
Southeast Asia
Foreign policy, in the form of military activities and 
immigration/refugees policies, and the roles SE Asians played in the 
Vietnam war, created pathways from SE Asia to the US and directed 
patterns of settlement and adaptation around the US.

● Filipino Americans: Military brides and medical professionals 
(1948 Education Exchange Act, Health Professions Assistance Act 
in 1976)

● Thai Americans: Military brides and professionals

● Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos: Refugees from the Vietnam War 
(seventh preference visa category & the Refugee Act of 1980)



In what ways does the MMM manifest 
(individual, interpersonal, institutional, 

policy)? 

What do you think needs to be done to 
confront and address this stereotype? Pick 

one or two levels to discuss.

> > 4 Breakout Rooms

Group Discussion



Additional Readings

The Moynihan Report: An Annotated Edition

Unequal Consequences: The Disparate Impact of COVID-19 Across 
South Asian Americans

Disaggregating Asian Race Reveals COVID-19 Disparities among 
Asian Americans at New York City’s Public Hospital System

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/the-moynihan-report-an-annotated-edition/404632/
https://default.salsalabs.org/T978c73f1-18d2-4b23-9c4d-b1dc0ec70dd4/1e44a6a5-a685-4ceb-b834-49d34dfdfd98
https://default.salsalabs.org/T978c73f1-18d2-4b23-9c4d-b1dc0ec70dd4/1e44a6a5-a685-4ceb-b834-49d34dfdfd98
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.11.23.20233155v1
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.11.23.20233155v1

