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Resource Paper

Are Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders Age Fifty 
and over Financially Secure?

Daphne Kwok and Ryann Tanap

Abstract
This article presents the work of AARP and the economic secu-

rity of the Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) community fifty 
years and older. The authors recognize the lack of existing AAPI data, 
but with the results from a recent AARP study the article lends a nu-
anced perspective of economic security for two specific ethnic groups: 
Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans. The use of AARP’s survey 
fills a gap in existing data sets. With this study, it’s evident that AAPIs 
are not all economically secure, and more disaggregated data is needed 
to further understand their current state of finances, and needs and 
wants, in order to contribute to a higher quality of life for aging AAPIs. 

Introduction
The Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) population is 

the second-fastest-growing segment of the fifty and over population 
in the United States. AAPIs fifty and over are expected to grow from 
4.3 million to 13.2 million over the next forty years (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2012b). Due to the model minority myth—used to describe AAPIs 
as a group that has attained economic success in comparison to other 
minority groups—many factors are often overlooked by policy mak-
ers, media, community organizations, and agencies. The fast-growing 
AAPI population is extremely diverse, with many ethnicities, native 
languages, differing experiences with English, distinct needs, and vary-
ing levels of acculturation—or cultural adaptation to another culture. All 
of these factors, which have been masked by aggregated data, show the 
existence of an incomplete picture of the economic well-being of AAPIs, 
particularly those fifty years and over. 
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This article takes a look at AAPIs in the context of economic secu-
rity by combining U.S. Census data with AARP’s specialized research. 
Existing data sets, aside from AARP’s survey, have smaller sample sizes 
for those fifty years and older. They also do not address questions on 
economic security, which are largely impacted by several factors. To ad-
dress a gap in existing research, we first take a look at AAPI spending 
power. We then dive deeper to reveal economic insecurity, high poverty 
rates, and dependence on supplemental income. Second, we focus in on 
Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans, the largest AAPI groups 
in the United States. Through a 2013 AARP research study,1 we took a 
look at various factors that contribute to economic security including 
education, income, and employment; lifestyle; acculturation; sources 
of information for products and services; and important services. It is 
from this more detailed data, specific to those between the ages of fifty 
and seventy-five, that we were able to further understand differences in 
economic security among these two ethnic groups. 

AAPIs 

Spending Power among AAPIs
AAPIs as a whole are often assumed to be financially well-off. AA-

PIs fifty and over even have the highest household spending power 
in comparison with other racial/ethnic groups. Per consumer unit, the 
average annual expenditure for AAPIs fifty and over is $60,466 (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012). This is significantly higher than oth-
er fifty and over groups; the African American/black expenditure is 
$35,013, the Hispanic/Latino expenditure is $38,693, and the non-His-
panic white expenditure is $53,096 (ibid.).2 Because AAPI households 
may comprise of more than one generation, their expenditures may ap-
pear to be much higher in comparison to other fifty and over groups. 
Thus, a high household spending power does not necessarily mean 
high economic status.

AARP took a closer look at California and New York, two U.S. 
states with high concentrations of AAPI populations. AAPI buying power, 
or disposable personal income, in both California and New York is ex-
pected to grow faster than any other population segment. In 2012, the 
buying power for AAPIs residing in California was $237 billion. By 2017, 
that number is expected to rise to $318 billion (AARP Research, 2012). 
Across the country in New York, AAPI buying power as of 2012 was $63 
billion. By 2017, that number is also expected to rise to $89 billion (ibid.). 
AAPI buying power is increasing, as can be said for the two states with 
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very high AAPI populations. However, these numbers do not reflect the 
reality for many ethnic groups within the AAPI community.

Additionally, while AAPI aggregate income for age fifty and over is 
high, AAPIs sixty-five and over are more at risk for economic insecurity 
compared to the total U.S. population that is sixty-five years and over 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012a). For example, AAPIs have a higher likeli-
hood of being on food stamps and living in poverty. They are also less 
likely to have retirement income from pensions or other retirement plans.

Economic Insecurity among AAPIs
Based on disaggregated data, AAPI ethnic groups do not have a 

single range for economic status. As seen in Figure 1, many groups actu-
ally appear to be among the most economically distressed in the United 
States. Lower incomes for the AAPI sixty-five and over community also 
correlates to a high need for health insurance, housing, and supplemen-
tal income (Blacker, 2013, 1). 

For example, among the largest AAPI populations, the Chinese 
($27,193), Vietnamese ($27,111), and Korean ($21,382) have lower me-
dian household incomes relative to the total U.S. population sixty-five 
and over, which is $33,906 (ibid.). It should be noted that AAPIs tend 
to live in extended, or multigenerational, households. Because these 
groups, like most AAPI groups, are culturally known to have extended 
households with incomes used to support several individuals, they are 
among the most impoverished of AAPIs.

Poverty among Specific Ethnic Groups
Poverty levels for those sixty-five years and over differ across eth-

nic groups. Many AAPI ethnicities live below the poverty level, which 
is also demonstrated in Figure 1.

According to a data brief by the National Asian Pacific Center on 
Aging, in 2010, the poverty threshold for the U.S. population sixty-five 
years and over was an annual income of $10,458 (ibid., 2). About 9.5 
percent of this age group is below this poverty level. However, this is 
not true for AAPI ethnic groups. Some of the largest and older AAPI 
populations have higher rates of poverty than the total U.S. population 
sixty-five and over (ibid.). 

For example, 20.4 percent of the Korean sixty-five and over com-
munity lives below the poverty level; the same is true for 18 percent of 
Chinese and 16.4 percent of Vietnamese ethnic groups (ibid.). These are 
significant contrasts from the 9.5 percent of the total U.S. population. 
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Social Security among AAPIs
It is estimated that Social Security keeps 19 percent of older AAPIs 

out of poverty (Caldera, 2010). Among AAPI ethnicities, average Social 
Security incomes range from $2,659 to $10,867 a year (Blacker, 2013, 6). 
Additionally, the median income of those in families with a Social Se-
curity income is $15,557 (Caldera, 2010). Because a majority of older 
AAPIs are recent immigrants facing limited resources and language 
barriers, they also have lower median Social Security incomes. Thus, 
AAPIs not only receive lower benefits, but also are likely to share those 
benefits with larger families. Once disaggregated, data on AAPIs shows 
a more accurate reading of specific ethnic groups. 

A Closer Look at Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans

AARP’s History
Chinese and Filipino ethnicities were identified by AARP’s Mul-

ticultural Leadership department as first priority segments. They are 
the largest two out of the six main AAPI ethnic groups in the United 
States. Together, Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans represent 
43 percent of the total AAPI fifty and over population. 

Figure 2. Chinese American and Filipino American Household Income 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2012a. (Prepared by AARP Research).
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When looking at Chinese American and Filipino American house-
holds fifty years and over by income bracket in Figure 2, it is evident 
that the data is different from that for AAPIs fifty and over (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2012a). About 18 percent of Chinese Americans, and 7 percent of 
Filipino Americans, age sixty-five and older, are living below the poverty 
level (Blacker, 2013, 2). Additionally, it is estimated that 5.2 percent of 
Chinese Americans sixty-five and older are uninsured; for the Filipino 
American community, 4.6 percent are uninsured (ibid., 3). These numbers 
uncover the realities older AAPIs face, and should not be disregarded.

Study Background
A distinct gap in existing data sets prevents a more complete under-

standing of the economic security of AAPIs. To address this gap, in 2013 
the AARP Research Center conducted a study on Chinese Americans and 
Filipino Americans ages fifty to seventy-five3 in Los Angeles, San Fran-
cisco, and New York. AARP seeks to serve the fast-growing AAPI market, 
with an initial focus on Chinese American and Filipino American com-
munities. Through our study we found that disaggregated data of both 
Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans revealed a more nuanced un-
derstanding of AAPIs. Disaggregated data of these ethnic groups is nec-
essary in understanding all factors that contribute to economic security, 
and for many older AAPIs, insecurity (AARP Research, 2013).4

Chinese Americans

Education, Income, and Employment
Our research revealed that for Chinese Americans educational and 

household income levels are polarized. When looking at educational at-
tainment, 41 percent of Chinese Americans had a high school education 
or less. Additionally, only 45 percent of Chinese Americans had four 
years of college or more. Of those who provided a response, household 
income levels are also on both sides of the scale, with 39 percent having 
less than $30,000 and 33 percent having more than $75,000. Polarization 
in education and household income is more pronounced in New York 
than in Los Angeles and San Francisco. Of the 48 percent that are still 
employed, 79 percent are employed full time, and 21 percent are em-
ployed part time. Employment for those fifty to sixty-four in particular 
was 59 percent. With polarized education and household income levels, 
as well as high unemployment rates, 54 percent of Chinese Americans 
fifty and over were classified as vulnerable, or having lower incomes 
(AARP Research, 2013).
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Lifestyle
Most Chinese Americans (79 percent) live with their spouses. Ad-

ditionally, of those who provided a response, 47 percent reported hav-
ing two generations living in a single household. More than 90 percent 
claimed that they retain primary responsibility for their household fi-
nancial support (of those who provided a response). Not only are Chi-
nese American households multigenerational, it is the older popula-
tions (who are generally in the age range for retirement) who are the 
head breadwinners. Despite the seeming financial burden, research 
showed that, among respondents, there was a very low perceived in-
tention of returning to their home country (ibid.).  
Acculturation

The majority of the Chinese fifty to seventy-five population re-
tains a high dependency on their native tongue, especially among those 
who are less educated, have lower incomes, and are more recent arriv-
als to the United States. The average age of arrival of respondents in 
this age group was thirty-two years, with 98 percent born outside of the 
United States. It was also reported that 82 percent spoke only, or mostly, 
Chinese (Cantonese or Mandarin) at home. Additionally, of those not 
born in the United States, 44 percent reported that they spoke English 
very well or well, with only 42 percent reporting they read English very 
well or well. The aging Chinese community, comprised largely of im-
migrants, has experienced low levels of acculturation (ibid.). 
Sources of Information for Products and Services 

When asked how they like to receive information, most want 
printed product and service information to be either in Chinese (50 per-
cent) or bilingual (34 percent). The Internet, friends/family, and news-
papers were their main sources for receiving information. Looking more 
closely, the majority prefer Chinese or bilingual, even among the most 
educated and acculturated. The 50 percent who prefer printed products 
and service information in Chinese are those with lower income, with 
less education, who stated to have arrived in the United States later in 
life, and who are predominant Chinese speakers (ibid.). 
Important Services 

Overall, Chinese American respondents reported having strong 
family values. When asked what is needed to live a “good life,” they 
indicated that independence and not being a burden on the next gen-
eration was very important. Other factors for a high quality of life were 
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health, financial independence, family, security, housing, and mobility. 
They desire services that align with their values (health, security, and 
family) and empower them to live a confident and independent life. 
Among the five highest service needs were: 

1.	 Health/medical insurance for all ages (including 
younger family members);

2.	 Medicare supplemental health insurance for people age 
sixty-five and over;

3.	 Keeping personal records safe and accessible;
4.	 Protection against consumer fraud/identity theft; and
5.	 Discounts on prescription drugs, vision, and dental 

(ibid.).

Filipino Americans

Education, Income, and Employment
Our research revealed that among Filipino Americans, education 

and household income levels are quite high, overall. Only 10 percent 
have a high school education or less, whereas 67 percent had at least four 
years of college or more. Of those who provided a response, household 
income levels were not as polarized as Chinese Americans; 22 percent 
had a household income less than $30,000, whereas 47 percent had more 
than $75,000. Of the 51 percent that are still employed, 83 percent are 
employed full time, and 17 percent are employed part time. Employment 
for those between the ages of fifty to sixty-four was even higher, at 64 per-
cent. At this particular stage in life, a majority of Filipino Americans were 
classified as not vulnerable, or having higher incomes (ibid.). 

Lifestyle
Similar to Chinese Americans, a majority of Filipino Americans 

(66 percent) live with their spouses. Of those who provided a response, 
49 percent reported having two generations in a household, and 14 
percent reported having at least three generations in their household. 
This confirms that Filipino American households tend to be multigen-
erational as well. At least 85 percent reported that they retain primary 
responsibility for household financial support (of those who provided a 
response). A substantial minority (29 percent) are quite likely to return 
to live in the Philippines. However, when broken down further, that 
percentage is largely attributed to those with lower incomes, and not 
those with college educational attainment (ibid.). 
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Acculturation
Filipino Americans are bicultural and bilingual. While they have 

a high command of the English language, many retain their native 
tongue. About 91 percent of respondents were born in the Philippines, 
with most of them arriving in the United States in their thirties. Tagalog 
is the major native tongue, particularly among the younger, more ac-
culturated respondents. Other Filipino dialects, including Ilocano, were 
also indicated as native languages. It was reported that 66 percent speak 
Filipino and English equally or more English at home. Those who spoke 
mostly Filipino were generally females, older arrivers in the United 
States, and single-generation households. High income and education, 
as well as arriving in the United States at a younger age, determined 
higher use of English; of those not born in the United States, 87 percent 
reported being able to speak English very well or well, and 95 percent 
reported being able to read English very well or well (ibid.). 

Sources of Information for Products and Services 
When asked how they’d like to receive information, most Fili-

pino Americans preferred printed product and service information to 
be in English (70 percent). The Internet is a major source, followed 
by friends/family for receiving information. These source preferenc-
es were largely determined by income, education level, and English 
speaking ability. A further breakdown shows that while 70 percent 
preferred printed information to be in English, 30 percent preferred 
Filipino or bilingual materials. Those who preferred the latter had 
lower incomes, were less educated, and arrived in the United States 
later in life (ibid.). 

Important Services 
When asked what is needed to live a “good life,” Filipino Ameri-

cans indicated that they see health and mental fitness, a cohesive and 
mutually supportive family, and protection as three foundational as-
pects of their lives. Additionally, Filipinos value faith and spirituality 
when it comes to aging. Among the five highest service needs were: 

1.	  Health/medical insurance for all ages (including 
younger family members);

2.	 Keeping personal records safe and accessible;
3.	 Services to help children/grandchildren succeed in 

education and career;
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4.	  Medicare supplemental health insurance for people 
age sixty-five and over; and

5.	 Protection against consumer fraud/identity theft 
(ibid.). 

Summary
The AAPI fifty and over cohort is expected to increase by more 

than 200 percent from 4.3 million to 13.2 million over the next forty 
years. We, as a community and a nation, must understand the economic 
situation and implications that affects this particular community. The 
AAPI community is not a monolithic one, as there are different eth-
nicities and languages, different levels of English proficiency, separate 
needs, and varying levels of acculturation. Though some research exists 
for AAPIs as a whole, AARP’s more nuanced research on two ethnic 
groups in particular, Chinese Americans and Filipino Americans, fills a 
gap and demonstrates that specialized research is required in order to 
understand and support the aging AAPI community in their needs and 
wants. This will also aid in conversations surrounding other minority 
groups who may experience similar resource inaccessibility and bar-
riers in the United States. More disaggregated data can and should be 
used to inform policy makers, media, community organizations, and 
agencies in order to advance the well-being of all Americans fifty years 
old and over. 
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Appendix
Our study was conducted in two phases. The first phase was done through twelve 
qualitative focus groups with a total of eighty-six respondents. Participants were 
male and female, ages fifty to seventy, and self-identified as Chinese or Filipino. 
All participants were residents of Los Angeles, San Francisco, or New York—these 
three areas have the highest concentration of Chinese Americans and Filipino 
Americans. Focus groups were conducted in Chinese (Mandarin and Cantonese) 
and Taglish (a combination of Tagalog and English) (AARP Research, 2013). The 
second phase consisted of quantitative phone interviews, twenty-seven minutes 
in length, with a sample size of N = 1,527. About 90 percent of the interviews were 
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conducted in language for Chinese (Mandarin or Cantonese). A mix of English 
and Taglish were used for interviews with Filipinos. The screening criteria for this 
particular phase were males and females ages fifty to seventy-five, self-identified 
as Chinese or Filipino, and residents of Los Angeles, San Francisco, and New York.

Notes 
 	 1.	 A visual representation of the AARP findings for this particular study 

(listed in the References section of this article) can be found in AARP’s 
Report, “Are Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders Financially Secure? 
An AARP Report about the Economic Well-being of AAPIs Age 50+.” 
This fifty-nine-page report was released in December 2014 and consists 
mostly of tables and graphs. It was released alongside two other reports: 
“Caregiving among Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders Age 50+: An 
AARP Report,” published November 2014 and “The Health and Healthcare 
of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders Age 50+: An AARP Report,” 
published January 2015. 

	 2.	 For these racial/ethnic groups, “consumer units” generally represent a 
family or a household. 

	 3.	 Ages fifty to seventy-five includes those who are working and those who 
are not working, as a limitation. 

	 4.	  See Appendix.
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