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In Mark E. Pfeifer’s article “Cambodian, Hmong, Lao and Vietnamese-Americans in the 2005 
American Community Survey,” he highlights significant demographic, educational, and 
economic changes, some that are unexpected. The survey released by the U.S. Census Bureau 
indicates that combined, Southeast Asian Americans comprise over 2,260,000 in the United 
States. This is quite remarkable given that there were only a handful here previous to 1975 when 
America was engaged in the Vietnam War, which wreaked havoc in Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos and would contribute to their immigration patterns. They arrived en masse at the end of the 
war and in various waves in the decades that followed, making it difficult to make 
generalizations about each ethnic group, since some arrived thirty years ago and others came in 
the last decade. In this response, I augment the statistical data with contextual and explanatory 
factors gleaned from my fieldwork and community involvement, as well as address perspectives 
the data does not reveal. 

Average Americans still have a difficult time differentiating between Southeast Asian 
American groups, or distinguishing them from other Asian Americans. There is an imbalance of 
the groups, with the Vietnamese population at 1,521,353, Cambodian population at 241,025, Lao 
population at 209,627, and Hmong population at 188,900. Although research has been conducted 
on smaller ethnic groups, such as the Iu Mien or Montangards, knowledge about them, even by 
Asian American Studies scholars is limited. There is only partial data on the ethnic Chinese 
population, many who came as “boatpeople” refugees from this region, which is a limitation of 
most datasets. The data show that there are sharp distinctions, such as education and class 
differences, between and within Southeast Asian American subgroups, so further disaggregation 
of the data is necessary to avoid broad generalizations (Chan 2006, 2004, 2003, 1994).  
 

Settlement Patterns and Reverse Settlement Patterns 
 
Southeast Asian Americans were originally dispersed across the fifty states, where they still 
reside; however, they created cluster areas, especially noticeable with the high numbers in the 
top five states for each of the groups. The largest population for each of the groups still resides in 
California. There are differences in regional concentrations, for example, Vietnamese Americans 
tend to be in concentrated urban areas, whereas the Cambodian and Hmong are in both urban and 
rural areas. Many have relocated to ethnic enclaves or clusters, where they can find co-ethnics, 

1

Vo: [Special Issue on SEA Demographics] Response - Community Developm

Published by Purdue e-Pubs, 2008



Special Issue on SEA Demographics—Vo: Response (Community Development)                   52                

so having data on the growth at various sites within each of the states would provide more 
complete migration pattern information. There is also a reverse migration process occurring, in 
which groups are moving from states like California to more affordable residential areas where 
they can find suitable employment or where they can operate their businesses with less 
competition from co-ethnics. What the data does not show is the strong networks these groups 
have with kin and fictive kin across various sites, and how they pool resources and share 
knowledge to assist one another. For example, Vietnamese from across the country donated to 
causes or organizations that helped the Vietnamese American population living in states affected 
by Hurricane Katrina.  

 
Citizenship and Homeland 

 
Pfeifer reports that “26.8% of Cambodians were not U.S. citizens, compared to 25.2% of Lao, 
23.6% of Hmong and 18.8% of Vietnamese” (p.11) and this poses problems for these groups. It 
should be pointed out that naturalization is not always an available option, since those without an 
education and English language skills struggle to pass the citizenship test, and they, and their 
families, live in a precarious situation, especially in the post-911 era when deportation is a 
reality. Forced to leave their homeland under duress, many Southeast Asian refugees and 
immigrants still feel a strong affinity to their original homeland. Some became naturalized 
citizens in order to sponsor relatives as immigrants and also to be able to visit their homeland 
with the protection that U.S. citizenship affords them, and this accounts for the naturalization 
rates. Southeast Asian Americans send millions of dollars of remittances to relatives in their 
homeland, helping to rebuild these countries, which are devastated by war and the turmoil that 
followed. Those who can afford it travel home to visit relatives, to engage in entrepreneurial 
ventures, and to do charity work. As the communities become economically more stable, this 
will enable them to contribute more to their homeland. However, others are wary about helping 
the political regimes in their homeland or are more focused on extending these resources to 
address the immediate needs of the local communities in America. 

 
Education and Income 

 
One of the most significant aspects of the survey, which Pfeifer highlights, is the increasing 
educational attainment levels of all four groups, showing that Southeast Asian Americans are 
taking advantage of the educational opportunities provided them. With more socioeconomic 
stability, educational levels should only increase with co-ethnics assisting new generations to 
complete high school and attend college. It should be noted that the reason younger generations 
of Southeast Asian American females are attaining higher levels of education is because of 
economic necessity, since it allows them to contribute much needed income to their families 
(Zhou & Bankston, 1998). It would be helpful to know the generational breakdown to determine 
if 1.5 and second-generation females are more on par with their male counterparts in terms of 
academic achievement and income levels. This data does not address the hardships that 
Southeast Asian American youth face as the first in their families to attend high school and the 
pressure many of them feel from their parents during college to select pre-med, science, and 
technology majors. Additionally, examining the experiences of those attending multiethnic and 
multiracial schools poses new opportunities to interact with diverse groups, but is accompanied 
by challenges for these youth (Lee, 2005).  
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As Pfeifer points out, accompanying this increase in educational attainment is an increase 
in their income levels. The figure for median household income may be deceiving since more 
wage-earning adults reside in an average Southeast Asian American household, so this is an 
inexact measure of socioeconomic mobility. Noticeable differences exist between groups, 
indicating that Vietnamese and Lao have lower poverty rates than Cambodian and Hmong 
populations, yet further disaggregated data is needed to show the breakdown within ethnic 
groups and by region. Although Pfeifer notes the increase in homeownership, it would be useful 
to know if multigenerational families or if fictive kin are pooling their resources in order to 
purchase these homes. In terms of occupations, Southeast Asian American males were 
concentrated in production, transportation, and manufacturing jobs, while females were 
concentrated in service, sales, and office jobs. Other studies (Pellow & Park, 2002) have 
analyzed the preference for Asian immigrant and refugee workers who are perceived to have the 
dexterity for high-tech assembly work and are perceived to be docile workers, providing 
unfortunate opportunities for their exploitation. These statistics do not contextualize the extent to 
which refugee and immigrant women contribute to the survival of their families (Donnelly, 1994; 
Kibria, 1995). It would be useful to know if younger generation females have made gains in 
terms of income compared to first-generation women.  

 
Heritage Language Retention and English Language Acquisition 

 
Pfeifer indicates that 45% of Cambodian, Lao, and Hmong report that they speak English “less 
than very well,” while Vietnamese reported 50% and this is consistent with previous findings, 
showing the continuing challenges for them. Reading and writing in English is difficult for many 
as well, especially for those who were are not literate in their homeland, such as the Hmong. 
Community organizations and advocacy groups continually work to ensure that bilingual 
services and materials are available for their healthcare, educational, political, and consumer 
needs. These adults who report they speak English “less than very well” are linguistically 
isolated, relying on their children, who acquire English more readily, to interpret for them. 
Speaking their ethnic language at home can be interpreted as helping to maintain their ethnic 
traditions, but more importantly, this enables parents with limited English language abilities to 
communicate with their children. The numbers are relatively high for families reporting that they 
speak a language other than English at home; however, this does not reveal some deeper 
problems, in which children often have minimal fluency in the heritage language, but cannot 
communicate complex emotions or thoughts with their parents, which creates a generational gap 
within families. Although the younger generation may be verbally fluent, their reading and 
writing abilities are limited. Limited English language speakers will help to sustain the ethnic 
communities, since they rely on it for their services and goods and they also depend on 
employment in the ethnic communities. For example, this majority foreign-born population 
ensures that the ethnic language media and entertainment industry is flourishing, including the 
CD and DVD market and the television, radio, and print media, along with online media formats.  

 
Generation and Community 

 
As Pfeifer underscores, the native-born population has increased significantly as the foreign-born 
population has decreased proportionately, with the native-born at 51.3% for Hmong, 41.7% for 
Cambodians, 40.3% for Lao, and 35.7% for Vietnamese. This is quite a remarkable change since 
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in previous decades this was over 90% for all the groups. There are few arriving now, so their 
numbers will not swell like previous periods and their population will increase as a result of 
domestic birthrates, rather than by new arrivals. In the next twenty years, as the second 
generation and a third generation comes of age, these communities will face similar problems as 
the predominately native-born Japanese American population, in regards to sustaining ethnic 
communities. There is concern that the younger generation will not have the same commitment 
or need for services provided by the ethnic communities, and this will mean a dissipation of 
spatial sites. In addition, as this first generation ages, it is necessary for the community to address 
the needs of the increasing senior citizen population. With the mobility and independence of the 
younger generations, and with women who are the usual caregivers for the elderly finding 
employment outside the home, traditional households with multi-generational families residing 
together is declining. Community leaders are already beginning to address these issues and 
attempting to find creative ways to sustain their ethnic communities and care for the growing 
senior citizen population.  

 
Conclusion 

 
What the survey does not show are the ways in which Southeast Asian Americans are politically 
active in the communities where they reside. In each of their settlements, there are extensive 
informal and formal organizations and associations that exist, demonstrating their involvement in 
ethnic civic engagement and this has been used in a way to sustain co-ethnic collaboration and 
maintain traditions. However, they have moved beyond the borders of their ethnic communities, 
with Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Hmong holding elected political positions at the local and 
state level as well as holding politically appointed positions. It is interesting to note that first-
generation immigrants or 1.5-generation Southeast Asian Americans hold many of these 
positions. While many have relied on the ethnic votes and have conducted fundraisers from co-
ethnics in areas outside their district, they have also been astute enough to engage in outreach 
campaigns with other racial communities as well as mainstream constituents. Within these 
communities, internal frictions persist that have been transferred from their homeland, and this 
will probably not abate with the first-generation. A new generation of leaders who do not harbor 
the same historical animosities is coming of age and their political style differs from their 
parents. Yet, it has been challenging for them to attain leadership positions, given the expectation 
of deference to their elders. With their growing ethnic concentrations, a larger U.S.-born 
population, increased educational attainment, and stable income, they will become more fully 
incorporated into American society, and one manifestation of this is their political mobilization.  
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