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UNDERSTANDING ASIAN AMERICAN ELDERS

Historical, Political, and Sociocultural Contexts

ASIAN AMERICANS ELDERS comprise one of the fastest-growing groups of ethnic
elders in the United States. According to the U.S. Census 2000, more than
eight hundred thousand Asians aged sixty-five and older reside in the United
States (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). The population of Asian American elders
increased by 78 percent between 1990 and 2000, and this number is projected
to increase to close to 7 million by 2050 (Federal Interagency Forum on
Aging-Related Statistics 2004; U.S. Census Bureau 1990, 2000). In contrast to
Asian Americans, the non-Hispanic, white elderly population is projected to
grow by only 74 percent in the next twenty-five years (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, Administration on Aging, 2005).

Despite the rapid increase in the Asian American elderly population, em-
pirically based research with this group has been limited on both the national
and regional levels. Included among the twenty-four groups of Asian national
origin classified in the U.S. Census 2000 are Asian Indian, Bangladeshi,
Cambodian, Chinese, Filipino, Hmong, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Lao-
tian, Malaysian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Taiwanese, Thai, and Vietnamese
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). The nationalities that comprise the largest Asian
groups, for individuals reporting only one race, are Chinese (25.4%), Filipino
(19.3%), and Asian Indian (17.6%) (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services 2001).

The majority of Asian American elders, with the exception of Japanese,
were born outside the United States. Table 1.1 presents the demographic char-
acteristics of Asian American elders by nationality, nativity, and year of immi-
gration, based on the U.S. Census 2000. Over go percent of the Filipino, Indian,
Korean, and Vietnamese elders, and 88 percent of the Chinese elders were
born outside the United States. In contrast, only 30 percent of the Japanese
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UNDERSTANDING ASIAN AMERICAN ELDERS 3

elders were born in the United States. A typical immigrant in the United
States arrives before reaching middle age, attracted largely by better employ-
ment opportunities than are available in the home country. Many Asian el-
ders, however, immigrated after age sixty to live with their adult children. For
example, more than 30 percent of Chinese, Korean, and Filipino elders and
close to 43 percent of Indian and Vietnamese elders immigrated after age
sixty (U.S. Census Bureau 2001).

Asian immigrants in the U.S. are often categorized as Asian and Pacific
Islanders (API). However, following the U.S. Census 2000, which presented
“Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islanders” as separate racial categories,
we use the term “Asian American” in this book. The term “Asian American”
was coined in the 1960s by the late historian and social activist Yuji Ichioka
during an era when Asians, influenced by the Civil Rights movement, came
together to resist discrimination and oppression (Zhou and Lee, 2004). In
contrast to the word “Oriental,” which carries derogatory connotations having
been imposed in the late 1800s by those in power to discriminate against
Asians, the term “Asian American,” chosen by Asian Americans, is a neutral
expression that acknowledges the hybrid nature of the group it designates. Us-
ing the term “Asian American” as a racial category is significant because race
has a profound impact on the lives of ethnic elders and their families in the
United States. As Thomas contends, ignoring race minimizes the conse-
quences of racism on physical and mental health (‘Thomas 2001).

Though the term “Asian American” is important sociopolitically, the
term should not be taken to deny the heterogeneity of Asian Americans
based on national origin, social class, and gender (Lowe 1991). Variations
exist even within the many national groups. The majority of Chinese el-
ders are from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) or Taiwan and speak
Mandarin, Cantonese, Taiwanese, and dialects such as Toishanese and
Fujianese. A sizable number that come from Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos,
Singapore, and Vietnam are ethnically Chinese. As is well known, Indian
elders represent a highly diversified nation with at least six different major
ethnic groups, thirty-three languages (Das 2002), and many religions in-
cluding Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Janism, Judaism, Sikh-
ism, and Zoroastrianism (Rastogi and Wadhwa, 2006). Filipino elders
come from an archipelago made up of seven thousand islands with 150
different languages (Tucker 1998). Frequently, however, elders from
Southeast Asia are grouped in one category when the reality is that, al-
though Cambodians, Laotians, Hmongs, and Vietnamese, for example,
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4 CHAPTER 1

share national boundaries, historically Vietnam was heavily influenced by
China and Mahayana Buddhism, and the cultures of Laos and Cambodia
were influenced by Hinduism and Theravada Buddhism (Jenkins et al.
1996). Moreover, not all Asian immigrants come directly from their home
countries to the United States. For instance, according to Park (1997), more
than forty-thousand Koreans who originally immigrated to countries in
South America have moved to the United States.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF ASIANS
IN THE UNITED STATES

PRE-1965 IMMIGRANTS

The current demographic characteristics of Asian American elders are strongly
associated with U.S. immigration policies. The first Asian immigrants to ar-
rive in the United States came from China, the Philippines, Korea, India, and
Japan starting in the mid-18oos through the early 19oos. The majority came
in response to labor demands (Segal 2002). Many Chinese Americans worked
in the gold mines, and others were recruited as laborers on the transcontinen-
tal railroad. Japanese and Koreans first migrated to Hawaii to work on planta-
tions and then moved to the West Coast (Ichioka 1988; K. Park 1997). The
Filipinos came to the United States as early as 1763 on Spanish galleons and
established a settlement in New Orleans. Known as Manila Men, these Filipi-
nos founded the first large-scale shrimp fishery on the Gulf Coast (Cordova
1983). Other Filipinos began migrating to Hawaii in the 19oos to work on
plantations (Posadas 1999). The Sikhs from Punjabi were among the first
groups to emigrate from South Asia, prompted by a British law in India forbid-
ding them to own arable land. The Sikhs had originally settled in Canada but
immigrated to the United States because of anti-Indian sentiments. They en-
tered through San Francisco and eventually settled as farmers in central Cali-
fornia (Mazumdar 1984).

Asian immigrants first came to the United States during an era of intense
anti-Asian sentiments. During the 1880s and 1920s more than 27 million Eu-
ropean immigrants arrived in the United States. The Asian population, how-
ever, because of exclusionary policies, remained small, representing less than
5 percent of the immigrant population (Zhou and Gatewood 2000). The 1790
Naturalization Law limited citizenship to people who were white, preventing
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UNDERSTANDING ASIAN AMERICAN ELDERS 5

Asians from gaining U.S. citizenship. The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, one of
the first restrictive U.S. immigration laws, banned Chinese from immigrating
to the United States. This act was not repealed until 1943, when China be-
came a wartime ally of the United States (M. G. Wong 1986). The Chinese
Exclusion Act was followed by the Immigration Act of 1917. Also known as the
Asiatic Barred Zone Act, this legislation banned immigration from India,
Siam, Indochina, Afghanistan, Arabia, and parts of Siberia. Asian Indians,
originally considered to be white, had gained citizenship. However, a 1923
Supreme Court decision determined that Asian Indians were Caucasians but
not “free white persons” and therefore were not eligible for citizenship. As a
result of this legislation, Indians who had gained naturalization before 1923
were stripped of their citizenship (Mazumdar 1984). Not until 1946, when a
new immigration bill allowed an annual quota of one hundred Indian immi-
grants, were Indians allowed to come to the U.S. (Das 2002).

The first wave of Korean immigrants to the U.S. arrived in Hawaii in 1903
to work in the plantations. Many were brought to replace Japanese laborers who
had gone on strike in the cane fields (Park 1997). Immigration from Korea,
however, was short-lived. At the time, Korea was occupied by Japan, and in 1905
the Japanese government placed a ban on Korean immigration to the United
States. It is estimated that seven thousand Koreans entered the United States
during this period (Okihiro 2001). Immigration from Japan was curtailed fol-
lowing the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 19o7-1908. This legislation, however,
allowed families of those already in the U.S. to immigrate, which led to women
arriving as “picture brides” from Japan as well as Korea. Marriages were ar-
ranged by proxy between men who were in the United States and women who
were in their home country. Approximately eleven hundred Korean women im-
migrated to Hawaii and the mainland as picture brides (Yu, Choe, and Han
2002). The exact number of Japanese women who entered as picture brides is
unknown. Records indicate that by 1920, in San Francisco alone, twenty thou-
sand picture brides had been processed on Angel Island, which had served as an
immigration and quarantine station (Lucaccini 1996). These women, along
with their husbands and children, established the foundations of the first Japa-
nese American and Korean American communities in the United States.

Farly Asian immigrants also faced segregation laws, such as the 1913 Alien
Land Law prohibiting Asians who were ineligible for citizenship from owning
land in the United States. Asians were also subject to segregation laws that
prohibited their children from attending schools with whites, and to anti-
miscegenation laws banning them from marrying whites (Hing 1993).
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The National Origins Quota Act of 1921 imposed a quota system and re-
stricted the number of new immigrants from a given country to 3 percent of
the people of the national origin group that were already in the U.S. in 1910
(M. G. Wong 1986). Finally, the Immigration Act of 1924, the Johnson-Reed
Act, reduced each country’s quota to 2 percent of those immigrants already in
the United States. China, Japan, and Korea received no quota, and the 1924
Immigration Act effectively ended immigration from those countries. Filipi-
nos were not subjected to these laws because the Philippines were under U.S.
colonial rule. The Tydings-McDuffie Act of 1934, however, acknowledged the
Philippines as a commonwealth and changed the status of Filipinos in the
U.S. from colonial subjects to citizens of an autonomous nation. As a result,
Filipinos also became aliens ineligible for U.S. citizenship (Posadas 1999).

The exclusionary immigration laws were lifted for Asian women following
World War II. The War Brides Act was enacted in 1945 to allow spouses and
adopted children of U.S. servicemen to immigrate. It is estimated that be-
tween 1947 and 1964 more than seventy-two thousand women, mostly from
Japan and Korea, immigrated under this law (Simpson 1998; R. Wong 2007).
The McCarren-Walter Act of 1952 abolished national origin requirements and
allowed one hundred people per year to immigrate from Pacific and Asian

countries.

POST-1965 IMMIGRANTS

Because of the exclusionary immigration policies, there was little immigra-
tion from Asia to the United States between the 1920s and the 1960s. It was
not until the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which abolished na-
tional quotas and national origin, race, and ancestry as a basis for denying
immigration to the U.S., that Asians began to immigrate again. Immigrants
were admitted based on three criteria: (1) family reunification, (2) occupa-
tional immigration, and (3) refugees and those secking asylum from political
persecution. Since 1980, Asians have comprised 43 percent of the total num-
ber of immigrants to the United States (M. G. Wong 1986). The following is a
brief summary of post1965 immigration of the six ethnic groups—Chinese,
Filipino, Indian, Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese—that are the focus of this

book.

CHINESE. The Chinese constitute the largest subgroup of Asian Ameri-
cans and the second-largest immigrant group in the United States follow-
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UNDERSTANDING ASIAN AMERICAN ELDERS 7

ing Mexican Americans. According to the U.S. Census 2000, the Chinese
population grew by 48 percent from 1.6 million in 1990 to nearly 2.5 mil-
lion in 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau 2001). Chinese immigration to the
United States increased after 1965 because of separate quotas for people
from the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Taiwan, and Hong Kong. The
U.S. began to admit immigrants from the PRC in 1979, after diplomatic
ties were established between the two countries. Post-1965 immigrants
from China mostly came from urban areas. About half of those who im-
migrated between 1966 and 1975 were students, professionals, and
white-collar workers (Takaki 1989). Another half were low-wage earners
who worked for garment sweatshops and small businesses (Lee 1997). It is
important to acknowledge a group of undocumented immigrants from the
rural areas of China who are victims of human trafficking and human
rights violations. A large number are from Fujian Province and work in
restaurants and garment factories that ignore labor codes (Kwong 1997).
Currently cities with large Chinese American populations include New
York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Houston (U.S. Census Bureau 2001).
In addition to these concentrations in large cities, smaller pockets of Chi-
nese Americans are dispersed in rural towns, often university towns,
throughout the United States. A large number of elders in the Chinese

community immigrated to be with their family members.

FILIPINOS. Until the 1960s the Filipinos were mostly concentrated in Ha-
wail, where the majority worked on plantations (Posadas 1999). Following the
Immigration Act of 1965, a new group of Filipinos, with professional back-
grounds, moved to the United States (Wolf 1997). In the 1970s and 198os Fil-
ipina immigrants had the highest percentage of professionals compared to
other native and foreign-born women (Cabezas, Shinagawa, and Kawaguchi
1986). In the early 1970s most Filipinos in the mainland lived in California.
Since then, the Filipinos have moved to other states including Illinois, New
York, Texas, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Michigan. The majority of Fili-
pino Americans live in metropolitan areas, such as Honolulu, Chicago, New
York, Jersey City, and Seattle. The number of Filipinos in the United States
continues to grow: the population increased from 1.4 million to 1.85 million
between 1990 and 2000. It is important to note that the Immigration Act of
1990 featured an important provision, allowing about 150,000 Filipinos who
served in the U.S. military during World War II to gain U.S. citizenship (Posa-

das 1999).
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INDIANS. The initial Indian immigrants who arrived after 1965 were
mostly professionals, including physicians, scientists, and academics, as well
as students (Pettys and Balgopal 1998). It is estimated that 85,000 scientists,
engineers, and physicians emigrated from India between 1966 and 1977
(Subramanian 2007). Since the 1970s there has been an increase in the num-
ber of Indian women immigrants. There has also been growing diversity
among the Indian population since the mid-198os as earlier groups began to
sponsor their relatives to immigrate to the United States. Currently the Indian
immigrant group is the third-largest Asian American ethnic group in the
United States, following the Chinese and Filipinos. According to the U.S.
Census 2000, there are close to 1.7 million Indians in the United States, and
the states with Indian populations of more than sixty thousand are Califor-
nia, Texas, New York, New Jersey, and Illinois. Indians comprise the largest
Asian American ethnic group in New Jersey, the second-largest after the
Chinese in New York. The states of California, Illinois, Michigan, New
Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas accounted for 70 percent
of the Indian population in the 199os (Das 2002). Indians have the highest
median family income among all groups in the United States (U.S. Census
Bureau 2004).

JAPANESE. Japanese Americans are the only Asian group that decreased in
population in the past decade (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). This decrease is
due to low immigration rates from Japan and high rates of out marriages. Ac-
cording to the U.S. Census 2000, 70 percent of Japanese American elders
were born in the United States. Japanese elders in the U.S. are categorized
into groups according to their immigration history and are identified as such.
Currently, the oldest group of Japanese American elders is composed of the
second generation, known as Nisei, which means “second generation,” and
new immigrants are known as Shin Issei, which means “first generation.”
Among Nisei, there are two subgroups: Nisei who grew up in the United
States and those known as Kibei Nisei, who were sent back to be educated in
Japan as children. The Kibei Nisei tend to be less acculturated to the United
States, preferring to speak Japanese, and share similarities with immigrants
arriving later from Japan (Shin Issei). A growing number of third-generation
Japanese Americans, known as Sansei and belonging to the baby boom gen-
eration, are entering older adulthood (Shibusawa, Lubben, and Kitano 2001).
Japanese Americans have the longest average life span among all ethnic
groups in the United States (McCormick et al. 1996).
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KOREANS. Korean Americans rank as the fifth-largest Asian group in the
United States, with a population of more than 1 million, according to the U.S.
Census 2000. California is the state with the largest Korean American popu-
lation (33%), followed by New York (12%). Prior to 1965 there were about ten
thousand Koreans in the United States (Takaki 1989). Between 1970 and 1988
the population grew to nearly half a million (Min 1990). Many of the initial
post-1965 immigrants were medical professionals such as physicians, pharma-
cists, and nurses, who entered under special provisions of the immigration
law, which encouraged the immigration of professionals with skills in short
supply in the United States (Min 1990). More recent immigrants from Korea
are concentrated in retail and service industries. In the 198os one-third of
Korean immigrant families were engaged in small businesses, and have the
highest rate of self-employment among any ethnic group (Lee 2007). It is also
important to note that there are more than one hundred thousand Korean
adoptees in the United States (Huh and Reid 2000).

VIETNAMESE. According to the U.S. Census 2000, more than 1.1 million
U.S. residents identified themselves as Vietnamese. Among Asian Americans,
the Vietnamese along with Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmong are the least
likely to marry outside their ethnic group, and have the largest percentage of
people who identify themselves as belonging to only one ethnicity (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2002). The first wave of immigration from Vietnam occurred after
the end of the Vietnam War in 1975. People who had close ties to Americans
or who worked for the South Vietnamese government left Vietnam during
the spring of 1975 immediately following the war (Gold 1992). These Viet-
namese were generally highly skilled and educated, and were airlifted by the
U.S. government to refugee centers in the United States. The second wave of
immigration began in 1978 and continued until the early to mid-198os. Those
who left Vietnam during this era are known as “boat people,” because they
fled in small fishing boats to escape the Communist regime, reeducation
camps, or forced evacuation to “new economic zones” (Gold 1992). These
people suffered extreme hardships, remaining in the harsh conditions of refu-
gee camps for many years. Half of those who tried to escape are thought to
have perished during their exit from Vietnam. During the third wave of im-
migration that took place between the mid-198os and 2000, more than five
hundred thousand Vietnamese refugees immigrated to the United States.
Among those who immigrated in the mid- to late 1980s were survivors of re-
education camps who were permitted to leave Vietnam and join their families
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in the United States (Gold 1992). A subgroup of this wave of immigrants, the
ethnic Chinese, was descended from Chinese who had immigrated to Viet-
nam centuries earlier (Gyory 2000). The proportion of adults sixty-five and
older is 5 percent, quite small compared to other Asian immigrant groups
(Leung and Boehnlein 2005).

ASIAN ELDERS: A LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

This book is based on a cross-sectional study in which elders were interviewed
about their current life situation at a single point in time. Thus the data do not
include information about their past life experiences. It is important, how-
ever, to consider the lives of Asian American elders from a life course perspec-
tive. Life course theory views human development and aging as a lifelong
process and stresses the importance of understanding the contexts that shape
this process (Bengston, Burgess, and Parrott 1997). These contexts include
socially and culturally defined life-cycle stages and the timing at which an
elder progressed through these stages. Another important aspect to consider is
the influence of historical and social events in the life of an elder and the tim-
ing of these events (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). Table 1.2, the Life
Course Chart, presents the historical and social events that occurred for Chi-
nese, Filipino, Indian, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese elders born in
1930.

As seen in table 1.2, Asian elders have lived through different periods of
historical turmoil. Chinese elders born in the 1930s spent their early child-
hood years during the Japanese military occupation and their adolescent
years in the civil war between the Nationalists and the Communists following
the defeat of Japan in World War II. Some Chinese fled to Taiwan, and others
stayed behind to witness Mao Zedong proclaim the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949. People of this generation who remained
in China spent their young adulthood under various land reforms and Mao’s
economic program known as the Great Leap Forward, an attempt to trans-
form China from an agricultural economy to an industrial communist society
(Becker 1996). This resulted in a famine that killed 20—40 million people
(Becker 1996). During their thirties and forties, they experienced the Cul-
tural Revolution and the destruction of old establishments by the Red Guards,
a group largely composed of youth carrying out communist policies.
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16 CHAPTER 1

Korean elders born in the 1930s also spent their childhood under Japanese
occupation, and experienced the Korean War and the subsequent partition of
their country into South and North Korea during their young adulthood.
Later they experienced the rapid transformation of their country from an
agrarian society to an industrial society and the growth of a new middle class
(K. Park 1997; S.-J. Park and Kang 2007).

Japanese elders who grew up in Japan spent their childhood years under the
extreme nationalism that led to World War I1, while their Japanese American
counterparts who grew up in the United States were incarcerated in intern-
ment camps during the war. The Indians of this generation spent their child-
hood years in India under the occupational rule of Great Britain. They also
witnessed the independence of their nation and its division into Pakistan and
India during their adolescence. The Vietnamese elders born in the 1930s
spent their childhood years under the French colonial occupation of their
country, witnessed their country divided into South and North Vietnam dur-
ing their adolescence, and lived through the Vietnam War (or the “American
War,” as it is known in Vietnam) during their thirties and forties. Many Viet-
namese elders were exposed to traumatic events as a result of the Vietnam War.
Many lost family members during and after the war, and those who escaped
Vietnam in fishing boats were subjected to attacks by pirates, and many women
were victims of sexual assaults. As refugees, they were placed in camps for
stays averaging two years, where they suffered severe physical and emotional
distress including lack of food and water, overcrowded living conditions, and
persecution by camp personnel (Mollica, Wyshak, and Lavelle 1987).

As this historical background illustrates, Asian elders have lived through
many disruptive events, and it is important to understand how these events
have shaped their current lives. Studies of Vietnamese and other Southeast
Asian refugees report high rates of psychological trauma (Shapiro et al. 1999).
Many Asian elders who were born and grew up in the United States also lived
through extremely stressful events. For example, the internment experience
during World War Il has left an indelible mark on the lives of Japanese Ameri-
cans (Nagata 1993). Despite the growing interest in the impact of traumatic
events on children and adults, few studies have focused on trauma among
older adults. Very little is known about the negative interactions between un-
resolved distal and recent trauma, on the one hand, and stressors associated
with aging, on the other. Research on long-term psychological effects of
trauma have been limited to studies with Holocaust survivors (Joffe et al.
2003) and military veterans (Schnurr et al. 2002). These studies suggest that
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external and internal resources can diminish in later life, and that prior
trauma can be reactivated. Delayed onset, reemergence, or exacerbation of
symptoms and behaviors associated with posttraumatic stress may appear dur-
ing the aging process.

Conditions in late life not only are related to past events but are also associ-
ated with access to education, labor, and health care in earlier stages of life.
Inequities experienced in earlier life are usually intensified later in life (Dan-
nerfer 2003). Different sociohistorical periods provide different opportunity
structures and social roles for individuals with varying personal characteris-
tics. These opportunities and roles, in turn, determine the particular life
events that people experience and the adaptive resources with which they re-
spond to these events. Opportunity structures refer to the various restrictions
that prevailing society places on individuals with certain personal attributes,
thus reducing their life chances. Asian elders who were born and grew up in
the United States experienced different episodes of discrimination through-
out the course of their lives. The accumulation of these multiple disadvan-
tages can have negative effects on their aging process. The majority of elders
from rural areas of Asia had limited access to education, reducing their op-
portunities for employment in the United States.

Health status among elders is frequently associated with nutrition and ac-
cess to health care in earlier life. Farly developmental experiences such as
malnutrition may influence chronic physical conditions in later life (Hertz-
man 2004). Research suggests that a lifetime of deficits such as low-paying
jobs and inadequate resources translates into poor physical and mental health
among Asian elders (Mui 1993).

IMMIGRATION AND THE LIFE COURSE

The life stage at which people immigrate influences their subsequent life
experiences. People who immigrate during young adulthood usually migrate
at the beginning of their career and during their child-bearing years. Those
who immigrate before mid-adulthood have a work history, and many come
with their children in search of new opportunities. Older adults who immi-
grate usually do so to be with their adult children. The current cohort of
Asian elders includes those born in the United States, those who immigrated
during young and middle adulthood, and those who immigrated after age
sixty. Although immigrants of all ages face stressors such as loss of a familiar
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18 CHAPTER 1

environment, support systems, and identity and status, researchers suggest
that it is more difficult to adjust to a new environment in late adulthood than
in young adulthood (Angel et al. 1999; Kim, Kim, and Hurh 1991; O.K. Le
1997; Phua, Kaufman, and Park 2001). Older immigrants are thought to be
less capable of meeting the demands of acculturation, such as learning a new
language and adapting to new surroundings, than those who immigrate ear-
lier in life.

Life stage transitions follow an age-graded timetable, which marks the
time when individuals typically enter and exit specific stages (Hagestad and
Neugarten 198s). Transitions such as getting married or entering the work-
force are evaluated as being on time if they take place during culturally deter-
mined ages and off time if they do not. When role transitions occur off time,
individuals and families can experience psychological distress (Hagestad and
Neugarten 1985). Immigrating to a new country in late life counters the nor-
mal transitions in aging. As people age, they are expected to ease out of their
work and career, to find new meaning in life while adjusting to various physi-
cal limitations posed by the physical conditions of aging. Elders who immi-
grate in late life not only have to go through life-cycle challenges, but they
also have to cope with the process of acculturating to a new environment.
Stressors that accompany immigration, such as language barriers, altered so-
cial and financial resources, fear of racial discrimination, and feelings of
helplessness, can have negative impacts on psychological well-being. (Angel
et al. 1999; Tsai and Lopez 1997). The concept of “multiple jeopardy” con-
tends that occupying several disadvantaged positions, such as racial minority
status, lack of language proficiency, and low-income status, may increase the
risk of negative outcomes in old age (P. T.P. Wong and Ujimoto 1998).

RISKS AND RESILIENCY

While it is important to recognize the challenges of Asian elders who face
the effects of cumulative disadvantages, it is equally important to examine
their strengths and the ways in which they adjust to mainstream culture,
navigate through the formal service systems, and cope with changes in their
family relationships. Resilience among older adults has been defined as their
capacity to withstand or endure difficulties and to recover or thrive in the
face of disruptive life challenges (Hardy, Concato, and Gill 2004; Ryff et al.
1998). The notion of resiliency also includes the way in which individuals
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gain positive outcomes from a stressful event by fostering positive adaptation
(Luthar, Cicchetti, and Becker 2000).

The consequences of stressful factors in an elder’s life are often mediated
by protective or adaptive factors. Protective factors found in individuals include
previous life experience, personality, optimism, coping skills, religiosity/spiri-
tuality, and self-rated health (Ong and Bergeman 2004). Positive attitudes to-
ward acculturation, reasons for and conditions of emigration, and having a
sense of coherence are also considered individual protective factors among
immigrants (Ying et al. 1997). Family and community resources that serve as
protective factors for elders include social support from family, friends, and
neighbors; availability of community services; religious affiliation; and cul-
tural influences (Ong and Bergeman 2004). Socioeconomic status, economic
security, and the receptiveness of the host society are also important resources.
These strengths and resources enable individuals and their families to re-
spond successfully to crises and persistent challenges, and to recover and grow
from those experiences (Walsh 2004). In this book, we examine intergenera-
tional relationships, social support, psychological well-being, and involve-
ment with family and social activities as sources of resilience among Asian

American elders.
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