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Introduction
The stratification of opportunities and disparate life-course outcomes for Black and Latino boys and men 

have been well documented in research literature.1 There is a severe lack of awareness and information, 

however, about the extent to which these same issues are relevant for the Asian American and Pacific 

Islander (AAPI) community. Despite popular misconception, AAPIs represent a wide diversity of educational 

and life outcomes, and face challenges unique to their ethnic subgroups and community circumstances.2 As 

such, this research brief focuses on the leading indicators for the mobility and life-course outcomes of AAPI 

boys and men, demonstrating how sweeping generalizations about this population overlook incidents of 

differential access to opportunities for educational success and upward mobility. 

A key methodological consideration for an accurate rendering of disparate outcomes for AAPI boys and 

men is the use of data disaggregated at the level of ethnic subgroups. Accordingly, this brief reports on 

analysis of differences between men from various AAPI subgroups, as well as differences between men and 

women within AAPI subgroups. Particular attention is given to Southeast Asian and Pacific Islander boys 

and men, as these groups face greater barriers to access and mobility.3 Although some AAPI subgroups 

exhibit high levels of success across mobility and life indicators, this brief focuses on barriers that are too 

often underreported, overlooked, and misrepresented through empirical research, which renders some 

subgroups invisible. Disaggregated data reveal the need for greater inclusion of the AAPI community in 

order to address the social challenges facing all men of color. 
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High School Experiences and  
Completion

The inverse of high school completion—dropping out of high school—represents one of the key barriers to 

advancing through the educational pipeline for Black and Latino male students.  In the aggregate, AAPIs 

display high rates of high school completion, although there are significant gender and ethnic disparities 

for particular AAPI subgroups—an educational reality that aligns with their Black and Latino male peers. 

Specifically, results indicate that some AAPI subgroups are experiencing a high school dropout rate that is 

among the highest in the nation for any student subpopulation: 

01.

•  In some school districts in 
California, such as those in 
Oakland and Los Angeles where 
large concentrations of AAPIs 
reside, Southeast Asian, Pacific 
Islander, and Filipino males have a 
50% dropout rate, which is more 
than twice the statewide male 
dropout rate and nearly three 
times the national average.5

 See below.

•  Differences in high school 
completion between men and 
women within the same AAPI 
subgroups demonstrate vast 
disparities: the high school 
completion rates for Hmong, 
Laotian, Samoan, Tongan, and 
Guamanian males are all lower 
than their female counterparts. The 
dropout rate for Guamanian males, 
for example, is 2.5 times greater 
than Guamanian females.6 

•  Studies focusing on the 
experiences of particular ethnic 
subgroups, such as Cambodian 
Americans, find that stereotypes 
related to their “gangster” image, 
as opposed to the “model minority 
girls” label, has a negative effect 
on their academic performance in 
and integration into high school.7 

50% Dropout Rate
of Southeast Asian, Pacific Islander, and  
Filipino males in school districts in Oakland 
and Los Angeles

School Districts in California with Large Concentrations of AAPIs

That’s more than 2x the statewide  
male dropout rate and nearly 3x 
the national average
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Access to and Success in Higher 
Education

The perception of a high degree of access and success in higher education represents one of the greatest 

misconceptions about AAPI students. Moreover, the stereotype about universal and unparalleled academic 

achievement fuels the notion that all AAPIs experience high rates of success.8 However, higher education is 

another area in which significant disparities exist for AAPI boys and men, which is true for degree attainment 

across ethnic subgroups, as well as between men and women within the same ethnic subgroup.8

02.

•  Certain AAPI ethnic subgroups experience much lower 
rates of college attendance than other subgroups. Native 
Hawaiian males who graduated from high school, for 
example, are half as likely as AAPIs in the aggregate 
to attend college. The college-going rate for Native 
Hawaiian male high school graduates (49%) is also much 
lower than their female counterparts (69%).9 

•  More than half of all Hmong (57%), Laotian (52%), 
Guamanian (56%), Native Hawaiian (56%), and Samoan 
(62%) men leave college without earning a degree.10  
See below.

•  In California, Nevada, and Hawai’i, three states with large 
concentrations of AAPI students, 50 to 60% of AAPI men 
attend community colleges, where fewer than 15% earn an 
associate’s degree or transfer to a four-year institution.11

•  There are notable differences in degree attainment rates 
for men and women within the same AAPI subgroups 
who attend college. Cambodian and Tongan male 
college students, for example, are twice as likely to earn 
an associate’s degree as their highest level of education 
as compared to their female counterparts, who are more 
likely to have a bachelor’s degree as their highest level  
of education.12

•  Studies on AAPI men in college find that the intersection 
between racial climate and the pressure from media to 
reproduce masculinity serves as an added barrier to their 
academic experiences and outcomes.13 

Percentage of Men Who Leave College Without Earning A Degree

57% 52% 56% 56% 62%

Hmong  Laotian Guamanian Native Hawaiian Samoan 
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College Affordability 
College affordability is one of the most pressing challenges in higher education and is a growing challenge 

for low-income AAPI families.14 Data analysis of applicants to the Asian and Pacific Islander American 

Scholarship Fund (APIASF)—the nation’s largest scholarship provider for the AAPI community—reveals that 

differential access to financial aid resources likely contribute to gender disparities in educational access  

and attainment: 

03.

•  Among the applications in 2013 for APIASF’s yearly 
scholarships, AAPI female applicants outnumbered 
male applicants two to one, representing 67% and 33%, 
respectively.15 

•  The same outcome, although more disparate, appears 
in the analysis of within group applicants. The following 
represent the male to female ratio of applications: Tongan 
(14% vs. 86%), Mien (18% vs. 82%), Thai (21% vs. 70%), 
and Hmong (25% vs. 75%).16 
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Intergenerational Mobility 
Age-cohort analysis, which examines generations of younger adults to older adults within the same 

racial or ethnic group, is a method through which to gauge intergenerational changes in educational 

mobility. Through this approach, it is revealed that AAPI male subgroups are experiencing downward 

intergenerational mobility, which is counterintuitive to the American values of equal opportunity and  

upward mobility:

04.

•  Among Native Hawaiian high school graduates, women 
aged 25–34 have a higher college-going rate than 
women aged 55–64 (65% vs. 48%). The inverse reality is 
true for men aged 25–34 who have a lower college-going 
rate than men aged 55–64 (47% vs. 52%).17 See below.

•  Among Filipino college attendees, the baccalaureate 
degree attainment rate is higher for women aged 25–34 
(61%) than it is for women aged 55–64 (51%), while the 
baccalaureate degree attainment rate is lower for men 
aged 25–34 (50%) than it is for men aged 55–64 (58%).18 

College-going Rate among Native Hawaiians by Gender and Age Cohort

6 RISE for Boys and Men of Color

AGES 55–64

65%

47%

48%
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AGES 25–34



Employment 
Mirroring the narrative across AAPI subgroup disparities in education, differential patterns of employment 

also emerge when examining the unemployment rates of AAPI men. As evidenced by the research literature, 

there are particular subgroups—Southeast Asian and Pacific Islanders—who are more vulnerable to 

unemployment:

05.

•  Some Southeast Asian subgroups are experiencing 
unemployment rates among men that are more than 
double the unemployment rate of men in the general AAPI 
population (14% for Cambodian men, 12% for Hmong 
men, and 13% for Laotian men).19 

•  Pacific Islander adult males, as a whole, have an 
unemployment rate of 12%, with particularly high rates  
of unemployment among Samoan (17%) and Tongan  
(16%) men.20 

•  The gaps in unemployment between AAPI males and 
females are greatest among Cambodian Americans, with 
an unemployment rate for men (14%) that is twice as high 
as women (7%).21 

•  A study on working-class Filipino men in Los Angeles finds 
that this population has unique employment experiences 
shaped by their immigrant identity—a testament to the 
need to fully examine the nuances of ethnicity and gender 
that play a role in employment and labor outcomes.22  
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Unemployment Rates Among Southeast Asian Men

14%
Cambodian Men

12%
Hmong Men

13%
Laotian Men

That’s more than double the unemployment rate of men in the general AAPI population



Violence, Victimization, and  
Incarceration 
Despite common misperceptions of their isolation from violence, victimization, and incarceration given their 

aggregated outcomes of “happiness,” AAPI males report high levels of violence and victimization, and 

particular ethnic subgroups are disproportionately likely to be incarcerated or involved in gangs:23  

06.

•  In a national survey conducted by the Center for Disease 
Control (CDC), Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander high 
school students had the highest rates of being bullied 
(25%) and threatened or injured on school property 
(11%).24 

•  A survey conducted by the Sikh Coalition in the Bay 
Area found that 65% of Sikh—an ethnoreligious Indian 
subgroup—middle school boys have experienced some 
form of racial or religious bullying.25

•  Native Hawaiians make up 24% of the population in 
Hawaii, but 27% of the arrests, 39% of the incarcerated 
population, and 41% of the parolees.26 See below.

•  Native Hawaiians also receive longer prison sentences 
and are less likely to receive probation compared to 
other racial or ethnic groups.27 

•  As a result of one of the largest increases in the 
rate of incarceration of any state, Native Hawaiians 
receiving sentences in Hawaii have a high rate of being 
incarcerated in out-of-state facilities (29%).28 

•  Studies on Southeast Asian men—Cambodian and 
Vietnamese—find that schools can play a role in fueling 
negative gang-related stereotypes, and in some cases 
are “sites of inter-ethnic conflict and racialized tension,” 
which can lead to gang involvement, violence, and 
possible incarceration.29 
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Native Hawaiians Population in Hawaii

Native Hawaiians make up 24% of the population in HawaiiHAWAII
27%  

of the arrests

+ NATIVE HAWAIIANS

39% of the  
incarcerated population

41%  
of the parolees



Physical and Mental Health
The correlation between racial and ethnic discrimination to physical and mental health has been studied, 

bringing attention to the negative implications of lifelong racialization.30  AAPIs, however, have been 

overlooked with regard to their physical and mental well-being given the popular narrative of success 

and happiness. Examinations of AAPI men highlights that particular subgroups are, in fact, experiencing 

symptoms of poor physical and mental health:

07.

•  In a national survey conducted by the CDC, Asian 
American high school students reported the highest levels 
of feeling sad or hopeless (26%) and having seriously 
considered attempting suicide (17%).31 

•  A study by the Rand Corporation found that nearly half of 
all Cambodian youth have symptoms of depression.32 

•  In the same CDC survey of high school students, Native 
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders were 50% more likely than 
Whites to be overweight (19%) or obese (21%), and had 
the highest rate of being diagnosed with asthma (27%).33 

•  Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islander, and Filipino young men 
experience higher blood pressure than other racial and 
ethnic subgroups.34 
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Summary
As this research brief highlights, AAPI boys and men not only face disparities with regard to the 

opportunities for educational success and upward mobility, but they also experience the added barrier of 

being overlooked as students and communities worthy of attention and resources. For Southeast Asian 

and Pacific Islander boys and men, this presents a particularly burdensome challenge, as they are the 

most likely to experience high school dropout, downward intergenerational mobility, and unemployment, 

while simultaneously being the most likely to experience violence or incarceration and suffer from poor 

physical and mental health. As such, broad sweeping support for young men of color must be inclusive and 

responsive to the needs of marginalized and vulnerable AAPI subgroups. And while inclusiveness of the 

AAPI community is a good first step for supporting these boys and men, there also needs to be a targeted 

approach that addresses the unique challenges within the diverse ethnic communities, which includes 

opportunities to support organizations already doing important work for the population, such as Khmer 

Girls in Action and the Southeast Asia Resource Action Center (SEARAC).35 In this way, practice and policy 

can be truly responsive to the most underserved and overlooked racial groups.  
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