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1) Review discrepancy in historical accounts of 1971 
Japanese American Los Angeles Drug Overdose 
Epidemic.

2) Introduce concept of the Model Minority Myth and 
its impact on our clinical understanding of 
substance use among Asian American and Pacific 
Islander.

3) Contemplate approaches to improving veracity of 
data as well as clinical care and advocacy for AAPI 
patients with substance use disorders.

Learning Objectives



After Internment, a Store Was Born. It’s Still an L.A. Staple. - The New York Times (nytimes.com)

Breaking Free from the Model Minority Myth: 
Lessons from the 1970s Japanese American 
Drug Epidemic - Rafu Shimpo

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/magazine/little-tokyo-bunkado-los-angeles-japanese.html
https://rafu.com/2021/10/breaking-free-from-the-model-minority-myth-lessons-from-the-1970s-japanese-american-drug-epidemic/
https://rafu.com/2021/10/breaking-free-from-the-model-minority-myth-lessons-from-the-1970s-japanese-american-drug-epidemic/
https://rafu.com/2021/10/breaking-free-from-the-model-minority-myth-lessons-from-the-1970s-japanese-american-drug-epidemic/




“Over fifty years ago, during one hot summer, 31 Asian American youth 
died of drug overdoses. As much as elder members of the community 
wanted to believe their kids “did not do drugs” this epidemic in 1971 
jolted the community into a shocking reality. This was their kids, and 

something needed to be done.
The community organized, held meetings, talked to youth who were 

working with youth, trying to figure out what was really going on. What 
they realized was people in the Asian American community, both young 

and old, had nowhere to go when it came to drug abuse. These youth 
needed a place to belong and someone to talk to, someone who 

understood their culture and family and could relate to what they were 
going through.

A proposal was written and submitted to the Federal Government asking 
for funding for the first ever drug abuse program targeting Asian 

Americans. The proposal was funded, and in 1972, the Asian American 
Drug Abuse Program was born. Today, 50 years later, AADAP remains one 
of a few select programs in the nation with a mission to target and design 

services for Asian and Pacific Islanders with drug abuse problems.”

















"Asked which of the country's ethnic minorities has been 
subjected to the most discrimination and the worst 

injustices, very few persons would even think of answering: 
'The Japanese Americans,' ... Yet, if the question refers to 

persons alive today, that may well be the correct reply. Like 
the Negroes, the Japanese have been the object of color 

prejudice .... When new opportunities, even equal 
opportunities, are opened up, the minority's reaction to them 

is likely to be negative — either self-defeating apathy or a 
hatred so all-consuming as to be self-destructive. For the 

well-meaning programs and countless scholarly studies now 
focused on the Negro, we barely know how to repair the 

damage that the slave traders started. The history of Japanese 
Americans, however, challenges every such generalization 

about ethnic minorities."



“The “Model Minority Myth," which says that Asians comprise the 
racial minority group that has "made it" in America through hard 

work and education, and therefore serve as a model for other racial 
minorities to follow.” - Wing 2007

"The model minority myth (i.e., that Asian Americans are 
academically and economically well-off) assumes that Asian 

Americans experience protective factors associated with genetics or 
culture that contribute to high achievement and low incidence of 

mental health problems in comparison with Whites and other 
ethnic and racial groups." - Iwamoto 2011



(Netherland & Hansen 2016)

Racial Narratives

❖ Symbolically imbedded racial bias
➢ persists in popular culture and 
➢ affects all institutions, 

including medicine



Drug and Opioid-Involved Overdose Deaths — United States, 2017–2018 | MMWR (cdc.gov)

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6911a4.htm












❏ Understudied
❏ Heterogenous 
❏ Rising Rates of Drug Use & 

Overdoses
❏ Geographic differences
❏ Unique Risk Factors

❏ Acculturation
❏ Shame
❏ Low Utilization

❏ Protective Factors
❏ Prosocial coping skills a/w 

asian cultures

“Due to a pervasive bias toward Asian 
Americans, such as tendency to view Asian 
Americans as model minorities, drug use 

behaviors among them are often ignored by 
health professionals, researchers, and 
community members, including Asian 

community members.” (Nemoto et al., 1999)

◸ NIDAAA’s National Epidemiologic Survey on 
Alcohol and Related Conditions-III (NESARC-III) 
undersampled Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders. (Haeny et al., 2021)
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◸ Filipino substance use was more similar with 
Whites than among other Asian subgroups. 
(Watkins & Ford, 2011).

◸ Higher drug use among US born, higher English 
proficiency, males, depression, and younger age. 
(Bersamira et al., 2017)

◸ Korean American drinking influenced by Korea 
drinking culture. (Oh & Yamada, 2021)

◸ Diverse reasons for drug use across AAPI that 
varied by ethnicity, gender, immigration status, 
age. (Nemoto et al., 1999)
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◸ Narrowing Gap: AAPI admissions for drug 
treatment nationally rising at a greater rate than 
non-AAPI admissions from 2000-2012
◹ Greatest in Midwest and Southern States 

with low AAPI populations
◹ Increases among:

◺ Bimodal 12-14 yo, >55 yo
◺ Low Income
◺ Higher Education Level

◹ Increased Opioid admissions by 415%

(Sahker et al., 2017)
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◸ New York City with greater rates of AAPI 
Substance abuse than nationally. 
◹ 3% greater 
◹ Korean Americans with highest rate

(Yu, 2009)
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◸ Acculturation increased risk of drug use
◹ Influenced by English language fluency & 

Born in the US.

(Watkins & Ford, 2011)
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◸ NESARC-III found Asians were more likely among 
all groups to report being afraid of what their 
boss, friends, family or others would think about 
their substance use.

(Haeny et al., 2021)
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◸ Lower perceived need
◹ Among AAPI in treatment for 

methamphetamine use, they reported a 
lower need for treatment than non-AAPI 
patients. (Evans et al., 2012)

◸ Lower utilization
◹ 10% of individuals with positive SUD 

screening declined brief or full treatment. 
(Yu, 2009)

◹ Less likely to talk about substance use with 
their doctor in primary care settings 
compared with White and AI/AN patients. 
(Haeny et al., 2021)
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◸ Asian values  (Iwamoto, 2011)
◹ negatively a/w avoidant behaviors
◹ Positively a/w active coping

◸ Best practices for substance use treatment is to 
include culturally competent care that includes 
cultural and family strengths. (Evans et al., 2012; 
Haeny et al., 2021)



After Internment, a Store Was Born. It’s Still an L.A. Staple. - The New York Times (nytimes.com)

  AADAP distinguishes itself by embodying the Hawaiian concept of “Ohana,” meaning “family.”  Each 
individual who joins AADAP joins a Family bound together by its values of compassion, responsibility, 

and respect.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/magazine/little-tokyo-bunkado-los-angeles-japanese.html


After Internment, a Store Was Born. It’s Still an L.A. Staple. - The New York Times (nytimes.com)

Structural 
Competency

● See Jonathan Metzl & 
Helena Hansen.

● Need continued 
support for AAPI drug 
treatment programs.

A New 
Narrative

Community 
Partnerships
● Partnering with 

community 
stakeholders: 
churches, nonprofits, 
community orgs.

● Moving past hero 
narratives.

● Learning to tell stories 
of addiction & recovery.

● Fuller, Richer, Honest 
Story-Telling

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/magazine/little-tokyo-bunkado-los-angeles-japanese.html


The endless race of “out 
whiting the white man.”

—Nick Nagatani
The Yellow Brotherhood



International
Conflict

Malaysian citizen, Nagaenthran, is 
on death row in Singapore for 
smuggling heroin across the border. 

Nagaenthran case puts Singapore’s death penalty in spotlight | Death Penalty 
News | Al Jazeera

Does the Model Minority Myth prohibit 
the US from commenting or caring about 
Nagaenthran’s case?  
Does the US generated MMM contribute 
to the MMM in Singapore and their harsh 
treatment of drug users?

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/12/nagaenthran-case-puts-singapore-death-penalty-in-spotlight
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/12/nagaenthran-case-puts-singapore-death-penalty-in-spotlight


NAPAFASA.org | National Asian Pacific American Families Against Substance Abuse

http://napafasa.org/


The Model Minority Myth Choice:
Will you remain Complicit (benefiting 
from it where we can) or will you 
become a Change Agent?
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Thank you! 
Warren Yamashita MD MPH 
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