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Behind the Statistics: The Housing Struggle Within the Model Minority Myth

"Housing is the largest annual expenditure for households in the United States," and
low-income households are the most vulnerable to becoming housing-cost-burdened
(McConnell, 2013, p. 173). Significantly, immigrants and low-income individuals are more
likely to struggle with housing affordability (McConnell, p. 173; Hernandez et al., 2016, p. 77).
According to existing research, many factors contribute to the inaccessibility of housing at the
intersection of low income and first-generation immigration: language barriers, race,
immigration status, gender, age, education, and income. (Shier et al., 2014, p. 173; Iceland, 2021,
pp. 657-58; Aiken et al., 2021, pp. 151-52; McConnell, p. 173; Hall & Greenman, 2013, p. 1712;
Allen, 2022, p. 433; Weingart Center, 2023; Wu et al., 2018, p. 783). Even where low-income or
first-generation immigrant households do secure and retain housing, they tend to overcrowd the
place they find (that is, the household size is too large for the home), and the home itself is more
likely to suffer from poor structural conditions or pest infestations (Hernandez et al., 2016, p.
77). But how well do these factors and experiences apply to the unique position and experiences
of the Asian immigrant, who on one hand are first-generation yet on the other collectively enjoy
a relatively comfortable median personal income (at $56,100 [Im, 2025])?

Asian Americans are often popularly characterized by the "model minority myth": in part,
that they are quick to assimilate to American culture and society and that they excel
academically, financially, and in their careers. While this might be supported by their higher
income and education statistics at-large, the Asian American demographic couldn't be further
from a monolith. Their experiences are as varied and many as the subgroups the community
comprises, and there are even more variations within subgroups. There are significant

populations within the general Asian American population and each of its subgroups that are
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struggling, low-income, first-generation immigrants, a fact that applies no less to the Asian
American experiences in accessing housing.
The Filipino Housing Experience

To find out what this unique experience looks like, I interviewed three low-income
immigrants' of one Asian subgroup, Filipinos, living in Fairfield, California. Nationwide,
Filipino immigrants enjoy an income near the median for Asian immigrants overall, and Filipino
immigrants speak English proficiently at a higher rate than Asian immigrants overall (Im, 2025).
One might expect that these statistics would put Filipinos at an advantage in seeking and
securing housing, but again: there are variations of experiences within as much as between Asian
subgroups. As these interviews revealed, those experiences demonstrate a real and unique
struggle to secure housing.
Multiple Sources of Household Income

All three interviewees reported having to work more than one job at some point to afford
their housing, with Interviewee C reporting working around 56 hours each week and Interviewee
A working over 80 each week. Worse, two of the respondents reported that this alone still wasn't
enough: A had to rely on alimony and a daughter's income to be able to pay rent, and Interviewee
B's household relied on a total of four people in the household working.
Overcrowding

Even when respondents succeeded in finding and retaining housing, their homes weren't
big enough for their household. A's household of four lives in a three-bedroom apartment — a
step up from their previous one-bedroom — while B lives with four others in a two-bedroom

apartment.

! Interviewees' names have been redacted for the sake of anonymity.
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Ignorance About Housing Support Programs

As much as respondents struggled to find and retain their housing, two of the three
reported that they were not aware of and didn't make use of any housing support services. When
asked, both responded that they may have been too occupied with work to search for housing
in-depth, which may explain why they were unaware of assistance programs.
Lack of a Network

While all respondents reported that language barriers and sociocultural differences with
the greater community didn't affect their search for housing, A did report that she found her
current home through a reference from a predominantly Filipino network of friends. It's possible
that being socially connected almost solely to Filipino cultural enclaves may have isolated
respondents from connections to housing opportunities in the larger community.

The Median and the Model Minority Myth

These are the stories that hide behind the high income and education statistics at-large.
This is only for a subgroup close to or above the Asian American median in most categories — a
subgroup to which one might expect the model minority myth would most readily apply. One can
imagine how much more difficult the housing experience must be for Asian American subgroups
below the at-large median in categories like income or proficiency in English. Either way, the
model minority myth shouldn't discredit the struggles of those below the median, no matter how
few they may be, to secure housing. With housing being such a crucial yet scarce foundation in
which to live and work towards a better life, there can be no better first welcome to the country
than to closely examine the housing struggles of all low-income immigrants, regardless of

background, and to help them find solutions.
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