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Effects of Model Minority on Adolescents’
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Minority groups, like Asian-Americans, in the United States have com-
bated racism by assimilating into mainstream American culture. Because

they had to acclimate themselves to the mainstream culture, Asian-Americans
felt that they had to “prove themselves” socioeconomically and academically
through their contributions to society. Over time, the stories of successful
Asian-Americans got the attention of others while the lesser successful stories
were forgotten. This is how model minority stereotype started. Model minority
is defined as a demographic group whose members are perceived to achieve a
higher degree of success than the average population (Wikipedia). Although the
stereotype puts Asian-Americans in a positive spotlight, it also puts pressure on
the entire ethnic group to be more successful than the peers around them. Not
only is it a societal pressure, but the pressure also comes from the family set-
ting through traditional culture. At first glance, the model minority stereotype
that Asian Americans are academically and socioeconomically superior may not
seem damaging; but in reality, the Asian culture puts pressure on its students
resulting in the overarching issues of mental health in different aspects their life,
ultimately altering their outlook on the future.

In the Asian culture, there is a strong emphasis on family values and respect.
From a very young age, children are taught that their identity is with their
family. The parents of these Asian-American children expect nothing less than
their full allegiance, meaning that they expect their children to obey all of the
rules that are set in place for them. Any actions of rebellion, in the eyes of the
parents or any other elders, are seen as an act of disloyalty. In my personal
experience, I have found it really hard to encounter new and different things
that would aid in creating my own identity. Every action and idea, that I’ve had
differing from my family, has been seen as wrong because it isn’t anything that
my family has experienced or believed in. Especially in many Asian households,
having different perspectives is looked down upon because there is a fear of
the unknown; parents do not want their children to walk down the “wrong”
path because it reflects back onto the parents’ ability to properly raise their
children. Because Asian-American adolescents are expected to identify with
their family, there is an amount of respect that is required to be shown to any
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elders to show that their parents have raised them well; respect is equated to
self control. Asian-American children are expected to be in control of their
emotions, speech, and movements, as they are a reflection of their parents.
Children are molded into what their parents believe they should be, resulting in
“culturally rooted stigma and shame related to psychological problems" (Shen).
Parents believe that their children will be happy and successful in the pathway
they have chosen for them, so the thought of their children having psychological
problems is unimaginable. Asian-American youth often have no outlet for self-
expression, making it difficult to have a voice for themselves. When Asian-
American children are disrespectful, it is assumed that their parents have failed
in raising their children the “proper way;” resulting in shame, which is avoided
at all cost.

Asian-American children are looked at through a microscope. The things
they are associated with represent who their parents are. Because the actions of
the child reflect back onto their parents, Asian parents will push “their individual
goals through the lives and accomplishments of their offspring” (Lui, Rollock).
Children in Asian culture are seen as replicas of their parents. Parents will lay a
specific path for their children expecting them to be successful, eliminating any
other possible outcomes that the child may have had for themselves. Margaret
Yee, San Francisco high school teacher, says “They don’t feel free to be anything
else. . . You can be docile and high-achieving, but you can’t have a voice”
(Counseling@NYU). This makes it really hard for Asian-American children to
be happy; they are forced into a future that doesn’t involve their passions.
Asian parents paving and expecting their child to follow the most successful
path creates “pressure for youth to live up to the image, and create unrealistic
and inaccurate expectations." (Kiang). Children don’t understand the pressures
of becoming successful in their adult life; the towering pressure from the child’s
parents could potentially lead to mental instability later in life. These kinds
of pressures should not be introduced until the child has matured and has an
understanding of what success means to them. Stripping them of their childhood
innocence makes it more difficult in the future to feel satisfied with their life
decisions and achievements.

In the stereotypical view, Asian-American children are “supposed” to be
naturally smart, achieving scholars. It is almost unheard of that an Asian-
American is struggling in their academic life. This assumption creates “an over-
generalized and erroneous belief that Asian Americans as a minority group are
not confronted with ... barriers to success." (Cheng). Assuming that Asian-
American students are not faced with daily challenges supports the idea that
Asian-Americans are academically superior; putting more pressure on already
struggling students to succeed in all of their endeavors. This pressure adds
stress in a student’s life, making it seem like they are not allowed to ask for
help. Because there is an assumption that Asian-American students are not
academically challenged, “the group has been stereotyped as a "model minor-
ity" whose members cannot possibly be troubled or need assistance" (Shen).
Everyone needs help at different points in their life and concluding that Asian-
American students do not need assistance denies them the option of seeking
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help. Not only does this false assumption become a social norm, but it also
lessens the resources and services that are allocated to this group of people.
Without proper counseling to work through the societal and familial pressures,
students are on a path of downward spiral that could be translated into their
adult life.

This model minority stereotype has shown to have both positive and neg-
ative effects on Asian-American individuals. The thing about model minor-
ity stereotypes is that they are a positive outlook on a specific ethnic group.
How society views Asian-Americans can, in some cases, motivate those Asian-
Americans who do not fit the stereotype to live up to those standards. In
the beginning, those individuals may feel like they are playing a role; but,
with time, the Asian-Americans students can develop to "hold [a] positive
interpretation of one’s behavior and favorable views of the self, one can in-
ternalize such attitudes and incorporate them into one’s own positive self-
evaluations." (Kiang). Although in some situations the outcomes are positive,
the model minority stereotype can also have students second-guessing their ac-
complishments. Asian-American individuals “might become more sensitive to
how they are treated by others as well as encounter more opportunities to be
seen as a stereotype..." (Kiang). Students may start to believe that their ac-
complishments came to them because they were labeled as Asian-American,
not because they worked hard to earn it. They start to doubt their abili-
ties to achieve challenging awards and this leads to the decline of their mental
health. This causes students to work harder to prove to themselves that their
work is worth the reward, putting more unnecessary pressure on themselves.

Figure 1: Infograph from Mental Health
America’s “Asian American/Pacific Is-
lander Communities and Mental
Health”

With the societal and familial
pressures combined, Asian-American
students are more susceptible to men-
tal instability. Being under con-
stant pressure of not failing them-
selves, their parents, or the stereo-
type society has made for them is a
lot to handle, especially at a young
age. The constant pressure at home
and in a public setting makes it al-
most impossible to find a safe, open
space where they can relieve their
stress. Constantly stressing over un-
controllable things affects adults, so
its effect on students and children can
be detrimental to their future suc-
cesses. Asian-Americans “constitute a
heterogeneous group with disconcert-
ing mental health statistics, and the
model minority stereotype appears to
mask the unmet mental health needs
of Asian Americans." (Cheng). In 2014, the United States Census Bureau col-
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lected data which was used with the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Ser-
vices Administration’s data to get a rough calculation of how many lives the
model minority stereotype has taken just from one year. The results presented
a problem that is bigger, as indicated in Figure 1.

With the abundant assumptions, there are only a handful of people who are
aware of the issue to look out for the mental health statuses of Asian-Americans.
The insignificant amount of resources for assistance and the immense pressure on
Asian-Americans combined creates a situation where they feel like they should
not ask for help (Cheng). In my own personal experience, I feel pressure coming
from society, my family, but mostly myself. I am the eldest of three children, so
my entire life my parents expected me to act a certain way to show my siblings
the “right” way to behave. In school, I tried my best to do as well as I could, but
some days weren’t my days. Because my parents had put so much pressure on
me for getting good grades, I felt ashamed when I did do poorly. Even when I
performed better than the class average on an exam, my parents expected more
from me; their expectations were set at receiving an A. In my opinion, it ruined
my educational experience. Now, I feel when I do make a mistake, it should
have been avoided; even if making mistakes is a common part of the educational
process.

Amber Cui, an Asian-American student at Cal State Monterey Bay, also per-
sonalizes the issue through her own experience with model minority and how it
continually and effects her daily activities. In an interview with Cui, a first-time
freshman, she sheds light on the issue and shares her thoughts and personal ex-
perience dealing with the model minority stereotype. When asking Cui about
her struggles living as an Asian-American with the model minority stereotype,
her responses revealed how negatively the stereotype had impacted her. She
talked about her parents and how they raised her as an Asian-American child;
how it was hard for them to instill traditional culture into their kids because
they lived in a predominantly white neighborhood. Her parents tried their best
to raise Cui in a traditional Asian household.

Reflecting back onto her youth, Cui recalls feeling as though her accomplish-
ments were overlooked because she was an Asian-American student. Giving the
specific example of her journey with mathematics, stating “I am terrible at
math.” She goes on to say that there is a misunderstanding when it comes to
the model minority stereotype; peers around Asian-American students believe
“that we ‘naturally’ understand things when in reality, we only understand it
because we work hard to understand it.” She is determined to show others that
her accomplishments are being achieved through a continual effort. She commu-
nicates that with her immense efforts to prove others wrong, she gets stressed
and goes into a state where she believes she cannot get the tasks completed. Fur-
thering the conversation, she discusses the pressure she feels and how it affects
her mental health overall. Cui goes back to when she was in grade school, when
she was pushing herself towards the model minority stereotype without realizing
it. She was “mentally confused because I found myself listening to what others
thought what I should be and not what I wanted to be.” She became conflicted
with herself, and is still continuing to work with herself so that she can be the
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best possible version of herself for herself, not to fit into a stereotype.
The implications of model minority causes Asian-American adolescents to

feel as though they are not emotionally supported through their life. The
stereotypes creates a divide between Asian-Americans and their peers; Asian-
Americans are placed on a high pedestal academically and socioeconomically
making it hard for them to live as ordinary individuals. It creates a pressure
that mentally is unhealthy. There is no concrete solution that would get rid of
model minority; model minority comes from generations of culture and assump-
tions. As generations go by, Asian American model minority may fade with the
gradual fade of strict, traditional Asian culture. But it is not enough just to wait
for the stereotype to go away; those in society perpetuating the model minority
stereotype need to be informed about the issues that many Asian Americans
are faced with mentally. Then, they can become educators informing others
on the overall declining mental health of Asian-Americans; educators teaching
the youth are most influential since they can instill the value of empathy be-
fore the youth become perpetrators of the stereotype. In Cui’s interview, she
believe that there is no way to reversing the effects of model minority since the
stereotype has been present in so many generations. There are many opinions
on whether model minority can be reversed, but a key takeaway to combating
this stereotype is having empathy. Having empathy links Asian-Americans with
those who believe that Asian-Americans sit on pedestals; they will better un-
derstand what Asian-Americans are truly experiencing, which could potentially
stop model minority.
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Field Notes

Interviewer: Tiffany Ly
Interviewee: Amber Cui
14 November 2018 10:30 PM, CSUMB Yarrow Hall
Q: Do you feel as though your accomplishments are because people stereotype
you as an Asian? And why?
A: Yes, Amber wants to go against the Asian stereotype. Her example was
math, which she said she was bad at. She works really hard to understand it.
Not everyone is “naturally smart,” it takes effort and patience to get it perfect.
Because she is apart of the stereotype, she “goes against the grain” and tries to
prove everyone wrong. She wants to live different.
Q: What were your parents’ parenting styles? Strict?
A: Her parents immigrated to the U.S. at a very young age, so it is difficult
for them to enforce the same rules that they were held up to. It was also
hard to raise Amber in traditional culture because they were residents of a
“predominantly white neighborhood.”
Q: How do you think these pressures affect your mental health?
A: Societal pressures do affect her mental health because she is both Asian-
American and a women. She was pushing herself really hard, and wasn’t realiz-
ing that she was pushing herself to be the stereotype. Amber became mentally
confused because you found herself listening to what others thought she should
be and not what she wanted to be. And in this time of trial and error, it really
made her feel conflicted because she didn’t fit in the stereotype or what she
thought of herself.
Q: Do you think there is a solution to reversing this stereotype?
A: No, the only way Amber can think of is to go against the stereotype. Re-
versing the stereotype is like trying to get rid of thousands of years of culture.
Changing something like model minority would take generations.
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