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Editorial: Community Engagement Is Key to Promoting
Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander Health
Zhuo Chen,1,* Grace X. Ma,2 Xinzhi Zhang,3 and Monica R. McLemore4

The COVID-19 pandemic has inflicted immense phys-
ical and emotional pain and suffering across the board,
but many minoritized and marginalized communities
are hit harder than others.1,2 Among them, Asian
American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander
(AA and NH/PI) communities not only bear a dispro-
portional morbidity and mortality burden,3–5 but also
are the target of anti-Asian racism and hate crimes.6–9

Studies have identified a strong effect of job loss as-
sociated with the pandemic on psychological distress
among Asian Americans and African Americans,10

higher ratios of COVID-19 death rates among non-
Hispanic Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders
relative to non-Hispanic Whites,1 and lower rates of
telehealth utilization during the pandemic among
East and Southeast Asians.11

With support from the Rockefeller-endowed China
Medical Board, an independent American foundation,
and the Blue Shield of California Foundation, Health
Equity journal called for submissions to a special issue
dedicated to research and perspectives on AA and
NH/PI health, with a focus on the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic.12,13 We have had an overwhelm-
ing response to the call, with the final collection includ-

ing 12 articles covering a wide range of topics. A brief
summary of the articles is included hereunder.

The collection includes insights and perspectives on AA
and NH/PI health from government, providers, and re-
searchers. Ka’ai and her colleagues from the White
House Initiative on Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians,
and Pacific Islanders laid out three key health-related pol-
icy priorities of the Initiative, that is, Anti-Asian hate and
violence, data disaggregation, and language access.14 Lee
et al described how Asian Health Services, a federally qual-
ified health center, collected and used descriptive data of
their patient population to inform the rapid adoption of
telehealth in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.15

Kaholokula et al pointed out that AA and NH/PI com-
munities are among the racial and ethnic minority com-
munities of priority to the NIH Community Engagement
Alliance (CEAL) Against the COVID-19 Disparities,
have had among the highest rates of COVID-19 inci-
dence, hospitalizations, and deaths, and emphasized
the importance of data dissagregation, culturally and lin-
guistically appropriate intervention, workforce develop-
ment, and leadership representation.16

AA and NH/PI communities have experienced
health disparities before the COVID-19 pandemic. In
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this collection, Deutsch-Feldman et al used data from
the National Tuberculosis Surveillance System to ex-
amine tuberculosis (TB) reported among NH/PI and
found higher TB incidence among NH/PI persons, par-
ticularly those born in the US Affiliated Pacific
Islands.17 Yin et al highlighted the higher mental health
needs among Chinese Americans with Limited English
Proficiency (LEP) and reviewed the effectiveness of the
Chinese-language Patient Health Questionnaire 9.18

The COVID-19 pandemic has imposed a dispropor-
tional burden on the AA and NH/PI communities.
Islam et al analyzed data from the COVID-19 House-
hold Impact Survey and identified disparities in food in-
security and financial hardship among AA adults, in
particular among Filipino and Vietnamese communi-
ties, and increased self-reported anxiety and hopeless-
ness.19 Camacho and coauthors analyzed data from
the Current Population Survey and found that Native
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in the state of Washing-
ton had a higher incidence rate of unemployment claims
compared with other racial groups statewide.20

Using data from the Health, Ethnicity, and Pan-
demic (HEAP) Survey, Su et al conducted a mixed
method study to examine the perceived racisms
among minority populations.21 They estimated about
19% of non-Hispanic Asian and Black people reported
experiencing racial discrimination during the COVID-
19 pandemic and concluded that a host of factors at the
individual, household, and neighborhood levels affect the
odds of perceived racism.21 Tiwari and Zhang identified
differences in mental health status among Asian Ameri-
can subgroups, with South Asian Americans having sig-
nificantly higher odds of experiencing psychological
distress than non-Hispanic White Americans after con-
trolling for confounders.22

COVID-19 vaccines are a powerful tool to contain and
control the COVID-19 pandemic, but disparities in access
and uptake of COVID-19 vaccines exist. Using data from
the Household Pulse Survey collected in 2021, Zhang et al
found that Asian Americans have the highest rate of
COVID-19 vaccination, but age, gender, and education
gradients exist.23 The authors also cautioned on the vacci-
nation hesitation among subgroups of Asian Americans.23

Nguyen et al conducted a community-based qualita-
tive study using focus groups and key informant inter-
views among a Vietnamese American community in
Houston, Texas and concluded that promoting science-
based information through trusted messengers, improv-
ing awareness and access, and showcasing benefits to the
community could increase the uptake of COVID-19 vac-

cination among Vietnamese Americans.24 Samoa et al
used data from the AA and NH/PI COVID-19
Needs Assessment Project and found that vaccine
hesitancy ranged from 23% among NH/PIs to 57%
among Tongans, with consistent associations be-
tween socioeconomic status and vaccine hesitancy
among Native Hawaiians, Samoans, and Multi-ethnic
NH/PIs.25

The collection of articles has contributed to our un-
derstanding of the health disparities experienced by
AAs and NH/PIs and pointed to the urgent need to ad-
dress the disparities, as Ka’ai et al noted.14 First, anti-
Asian hate crimes have surged after the emergence of
COVID-19 and exacerbated the physical and mental
suffering among AAs.14,21 The works highlighted by
the Biden Administration in addressing anti-Asian
bias, xenophobia, and harassment need to be applauded
and sustained.26 Second, LEP among AAs has been a
barrier to accessing prevention and health care ser-
vices,18 including mental health and genetic testing.27–29

Language assistance will help AAs to overcome barriers
that are pervasive in their encounters with the health
care systems. Third, research in this collection has high-
lighted the heterogeneities within the AA and NH/PI
communities,17,22–25 necessitating data disaggregation
for AA and NH/PI.

Emanated from the urgent need duly noted in this
collection, we conclude community engagement is
critical to promoting AA and NH/PI health.30,31

Community engagement will increase awareness of
anti-Asian hate crimes, address misinformation and dis-
information, and reduce the language barriers by pairing
bilingual or multilingual researchers and community or-
ganizers with those who have unmet medical or mental
health needs. Coordinated efforts among research com-
munities may reduce redundancy and increase the cost-
effectiveness of dissemination and implementation
efforts in the diverse AA and NH/PI communities.

We end with a call for AA and NH/PI researchers
and those who have the interest and passion for pro-
moting AA and NH/PI health to coalesce and work to-
gether, reach AA and NH/PI communities, overcome
barriers including LEP and unconscious biases, appre-
ciate the vast heterogeneities within the diverse com-
munities, and eliminate the health disparities AA and
NH/PI communities are experiencing.

Disclaimer
The views expressed in this article are those of the au-
thors and do not necessarily represent the views of the
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National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, National
Institutes of Health, or the United States Department
of Health and Human Services.

References
1. Bassett MT, Chen JT, Krieger N. Variation in racial/ethnic disparities in

COVID-19 mortality by age in the United States: A cross-sectional study.
PLoS Med 2020;17(10):e1003402; doi: 10.1371/journal.pmed.1003402.

2. Wang D, Gee GC, Bahiru E, et al. Asian-Americans and Pacific Islanders in
COVID-19: Emerging disparities amid discrimination. J Gen Intern Med
2020;35(12):3685–3688; doi: 10.1007/s11606-020-06264-5.

3. Rossen LM, Ahmad FB, Anderson RN, et al. Disparities in excess mor-
tality associated with COVID-19—United States, 2020. MMWR Morb
Mortal Wkly Rep 2021;70(33):1114–1119; doi: 10.15585/mmwr.
mm7033a2.

4. Zhang X, Stoney CM, Mensah GA. Racial and ethnic disparities in COVID-19:
Rate ratios provide an incomplete picture of US trends, April 2020–March
2021. Ethn Dis 2022;32(2):109–112; doi: 10.18865/ed.32.2.109.

5. Lee FC, Adams L, Graves SJ, et al. Counties with high COVID-19 incidence
and relatively large racial and ethnic minority populations—United
States, April 1–December 22, 2020. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2021;
70(13):483–489; doi: 10.15585/mmwr.mm7013e1.

6. Lantz B, Wenger MR. Anti-Asian Xenophobia, hate crime victimization,
and fear of victimization during the COVID-19 pandemic. J Interpers
Violence 2022:088626052210866; doi: 10.1177/08862605221086651.

7. Cao J, Lee C, Sun W, et al. The #StopAsianHate movement on Twitter: A
qualitative descriptive study. Int J Environ Res Public Health 2022;19(7):
3757; doi: 10.3390/ijerph19073757.

8. Oh H, Zhou S, Banawa R. The mental health consequences of discrimi-
nation against Asian American/Pacific Islanders. Psychiatr Serv 2021;
72(11):1359; doi: 10.1176/appi.ps.202100224.

9. Beers LS, Szilagyi M, Seigel WM, et al. Immunizing against hate: Over-
coming Asian American and Pacific Islander racism. Pediatrics 2021;
148(1):e2021051836; doi: 10.1542/peds.2021-051836.

10. Matthews TA, Chen L, Chen Z, et al. Negative employment changes
during the COVID-19 pandemic and psychological distress: Evidence
from a nationally representative survey in the U.S. J Occup Environ Med
2021;63(11):931–937; doi: 10.1097/JOM.0000000000002325.

11. Zhang D, Shi L, Han X, et al. Disparities in telehealth utilization during the
COVID-19 pandemic: Findings from a nationally representative survey in
the United States. J Telemed Telecare 2021 [Epub ahead of print]; doi:
10.1177/1357633X211051677. PMID: 34633882.

12. Chen Z, Ma GX, McLemore M. Editorial introduction. Health Equity 2022;
6(1):397–398; doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0092.

13. Chen Z, Ma GX. Call for special issue papers: Special issue on Asian
American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander health. Health Equity
2021;5(1):854–855; doi: 10.1089/HEQ.2021.29012.cfp.

14. Ka’ai K, Lee R, Chau V, et al. Advancing health equity for Asian Americans,
Native Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders. Health Equity 2022;6(1):399–401;
doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0075.

15. Lee G, Chang A, Pal A, et al. Understanding and addressing the digital
health literacy needs of low-income limited English proficient Asian
American patients. Health Equity 2022;6(1):494–499; doi:
10.1089/heq.2022.0045.

16. Kaholokula JKa, AuYoung M, Chau M, et al. Unified in our diversity to
address health disparities among Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and
Pacific Islanders. Health Equity 2022;6(1):540–545; doi:
10.1089/heq.2022.0034.

17. Deutsch-Feldman M, Springer YP, Felix D, et al. Tuberculosis among
Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander persons: United States and
U.S.-affiliated pacific islands, 2010–2019. Health Equity 2022;6(2):476–
484; doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0065.

18. Yin L, Teklu S, Pham H, et al. Validity of the Chinese-language Patient
Health Questionnaire 2 and 9: A systematic review. Health Equity 2022;
6(1):574–594; doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0030.

19. Islam JY, Awan I, Kapadia F. Food insecurity, financial hardship, and
mental health among multiple Asian American ethnic groups: Findings
from the 2020 COVID-19 household impact survey. Health Equity 2022;
6(1):435–447; doi: 10.1089/heq.2021.0179.

20. Camacho S, Haitsuka K, Yi K, et al. Examining economic during the COVID-
19 pandemic in Pasifika communities. Health Equity 2022;6(1):564–573;
doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0027.

21. Su D, Alshehri K, Ern J, et al. Racism experience among American adults
during COVID-19: A mixed-methods study. Health Equity 2022;6(1):554–
563; doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0070.

22. Tiwari BB, Zhang DS. Differences in mental health status among Asian
Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic: Findings from the health,
ethnicity, and pandemic study. Health Equity 2022;6(1):448–453; doi:
10.1089/heq.2022.0029.

23. Zhang W, Wu YY, Wu B. Racial/ethnic disparities in getting COVID-19
vaccine: Do age, gender, and education matter? Health Equity 2022;6(1):
500–507; doi: 10.1089/heq.2022.0025.

24. Nguyen C, Gilbert L, Diep J, et al. Identifying facilitators and barriers to
increasing COVID-19 vaccination and trial participation in vaccinated
Vietnamese Americans. Health Equity 2022;6(1):485–493; doi:
10.1089/heq.2022.0032.
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AA¼Asian American

CEAL¼Community Engagement Alliance
HEAP¼Health, Ethnicity, and Pandemic

LEP¼ Limited English Proficiency
NH/PI¼Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander

TB¼ tuberculosis
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