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ASIAN AMERICANS, PACIFIC ISLANDERS AND SOCIAL SECURITY:
A PRIMER

Social Security is a critical income source for Asian and Pacific Islander Americans.

x  Social Security keeps 19% of older Asian and Pacific Islander Americans (APAs)
out of poverty. However, 13.1% of these elders still live in poverty, compared to
9.5% of all elders.

x  Among Asians and Pacific Islanders age 65 and older receiving Social Security
income, 29% of married couples and 60% of unmarried persons relied on that
income for more than 90% of their incomes.

x  Social Security’s annual cost-of-living adjustments are particularly important to
Asian elders because their life expectancy at age 65 is three years longer than all
Americans.

x  Disability Insurance is the most important source of income for disabled APA
people of all ages; of those receiving SSDI, 56.2% relied on Disability Insurance for
more than 75% of their incomes.

x Language, cultural issues, and lack of awareness of the Social Security program
present a barrier for many foreign-born Asians to access critical benefits to which
they are entitled.’ Currently, 70.6% do not speak English at home, and require
outreach from trusted community based crganizations to connect them to services.

Introduction

The Social Security Act of 1935 was intended to provide working Americans and their family members
with a source of reliable, guaranteed income when they retired or became disabled or because of the
death of the primary earner. At that time, Asians (people from the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the
Indian subcontinent) were not affected, because they were barred from immigration and the few
residing in the U.S. were ineligible for citizenship. The Immigration Act of 1965 finally allowed Asians
equal access to immigration and naturalization. People from the Pacific Islands, almost half of them
Native Hawaiian, are often grouped with Asians as Asian Pacific Americans (APA). It wasn't until the
2000 census that they became their own category. Between 1970 and 2008, the population grew
tenfold, from 1.5 million? to 15.5 million.®

The APA population is economically and culturally more diverse than other racial and ethnic
categories, leading to confusing data and misleading generalizations that could affect Social
Security’s perceived benefit to APAs. For example, immigration status is a significant factor for Asians



that limits their access to Social Security programs. Foreign-born Asians, more than half of whom are
citizens, outnumber their native-born counterparts by a third.* However, immigration plays a minor role
for Pacific Islanders: 87% of Pacific Islanders are native born.®

Recent studies show that Asians have higher rates of savings in private retirement accounts than other
populations. This observation might lead some to conclude that Asians need Social Security less,® and
that all APAs are doing well. However, such conclusions are inaccurate, because unlike other groups,
the APA economic profile is bipolar, with many people at both the high and low ends; in addition, there
is wide variation by ethnicity. At the top end, highly educated Chinese and South Asians have been
recruited by U.S. companies for high-wage jobs, but rural Southeast Asian refugees arrived with
neither marketable skills nor financial resources.” Thus, while the median household income for Asians
of all ages is higher than that of whites — $52,000 versus $45,000 in the last census — Asian Indian
families made $64,000 while Cambodian median family income was $35,000. Household data do not
tell the whole story either, since Asians tend to live with extended family members; Asian median
personal income was $22,000 compared to $25,000 for whites.® The foreign-born of all ethnicities have
a poverty rate of 19%, compared to 13.7% for native-born persons.® In addition, Pacific Islanders have
a lower per capita income than all households and also than all APAs.™ Thus, Social Security is much
needed by the disproportionate numbers of APAs at the lower end of the income spectrum.

To date, the specific ways in which Asian Pacific American workers utilize Social Security has not
been studied. This primer is intended as a starting point to fill that gap. There is a lack of
disaggregated information, which masks significant differences within the APA category. While some
points in this paper will apply only to Asians, most of the data is for APAs as a whole. Because this
population is projected to almost double again by 2050, rising to 9% of all Americans,'” more research
is needed to ensure their future needs are met as reform of the Social Security program is considered.

Social Security is of Irreplaceable Value to Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders

Social Security provides an element of financial predictability in an increasingly unpredictable
economy. It is the income source on which most APA elders can and do rely. Seventy percent of
elder APAs receive Social Security income, one of the three major sources of potential income for
retirees. The second source is income from retirement savings and pensions. Far fewer Asian
Americans (26.8 percent)



