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Introduction

Mental health disparities among Asian Americans (AA) remain understudied in public
health research, despite being the fastest-growing minority group in the country.

As such, it is important to recognize the status of demographic factors, chronic health
conditions, and behavioral and mental health problems among AA to address these
disparities. This study aims to assess mental health status of AA, identify factors
influencing mental health, examine the prevalence of chronic health conditions, and
explore associations between mental health, behavioral and chronic health conditions.

Methods

A secondary data analysis of 2023 National Survey on Drug Use and Health data was
conducted among non-Hispanic AA adults (18+). Mental health outcomes include -
major depressive episode (MDE), serious psychological distress (SPD), and self-reported
ever having mental health issue. MDE was measured based on DSM-5 criteria and SPD
based on Kessler-6 scale. Behavioral, demographic, and chronic health characteristics
were also included.

Results

In 2023, around 5% reported having past-year MDE, while 10% having SPD, and 15%
perceived mental health issue. Approximately 14% of participants reported past-year use
of any tobacco products or nicotine vaping, with 50.9% reported past-year alcohol use.
For chronic health conditions, 43% reported ever having high blood pressure, 31%
reported ever having diabetes, 26% asthma, 19% heart condition, 9.5% cancer, 9%
Hepatitis B or C, 5% kidney disease, 4% COPD, and 0.5% cirrhosis of liver.

Discussion

This study provides valuable insights into the mental health status and associated factors
among AA adults in 2023. Past year alcohol and tobacco use, and certain demographic
factors and chronic health conditions were associated with mental disorders.

Conclusion

The findings highlight the prevalence of mental disorders and chronic health conditions
within this demographic, emphasizing the interconnectedness of behavioral, physical,
and mental well-being

INTRODUCTION derrepresented and understudied in mental health-related
research, leading to significant gaps in our understanding
Disparities in mental health among minorities have been of the mental health status within this diverse population.

acknowledged as one of the significant public health issues  1he lack of comprehensive data and research not only hin-
in the United States.-2 However, within the growing aware- ders efforts to address mental health disparities but also re-

ness of mental health disparities, the unique experiences inforces misconceptions and stereotypes about the mental

and needs of Asian Americans(AAs) have frequently been ~Well-being of AAs. . o '
overlooked or misunderstood.3 Despite being the fastest- As the fastest-growing minority group in the U.S., AA
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guages, cultures, and identities. According to the most re-
cent data, the Asian population in the U.S. grew 81%, from
10.5 million to 18.9 million, between the years 2000 and
2019 and is projected to reach 46 million by 2060.% It has
been estimated that around 60% of AA (71% of AA adults)
were foreign-born compared to 14% of all Americans and
17% of adults in the US.# The AA population is highly di-
verse as more than twenty countries from East-, and South-
east Asia, and the Indian subcontinent represent the Asian
communities in the United States.%5 As most AAs are for-
eign-born and are represented by culturally diverse ethnic
groups, they tend to face substantial challenges in health-
care and mental health. Despite the typical stereotype rep-
resentation of AA as the model minority, which typically
portrays them as academically and economically successful,
a significant portion of this community wrestles with men-
tal health challenges like depression, anxiety, and stress.®

Understanding the mental health challenges in the AA
community is complex and multifaceted as shaped by the
diverse cultural, social, and systemic factors within the
population.” Furthermore, mental health has been stigma-
tized within many Asian cultures, leading to a reluctance
to accept the mental health challenges, seek professional
help, and a preference for informal support networks such
as family and community.8 Additionally, cultural and struc-
tural barriers such as limited access to culturally competent
care, inadequate health insurance coverage, and discrim-
ination within healthcare systems further exacerbate dis-
parities in mental health outcomes among AA.% Many AA
face challenges in accessing mental health services that
are sensitive to their cultural backgrounds and linguistic
needs, leading to disparities in diagnosis, treatment, and
outcomes.

Given the complexities and disparities of mental health
among AAs, there is a need for research that is compre-
hensive, culturally sensitive, and inclusive of diverse AA
communities to truly understand and recognize the mental
health status of AAs. To address the disparities, it is essen-
tial to first recognize the status of behavioral, demographic,
chronic health, and mental health characteristics among
AAs. As such, the aims of this study are: 1) to determine
the mental health statuses among AA, 2) to identify factors
affecting mental health, 3) to determine the prevalence of
chronic health conditions among AAs, and 4) to examine
the associations between mental health disorders to behav-
ioral and chronic health conditions among AAs, with a fo-
cus on understanding the factors that impact mental health
outcomes in this population using 2023 National Survey on
Drug Use and Health (NSDUH).

METHODS

STUDY DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS

NSDUH, conducted annually by the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), pro-
vides nationally representative data on substance use,
mental health, and treatment utilization.10 The target pop-
ulation of NSDUH consisted of non-institutionalized indi-

viduals in the United States aged 12 or older at the time of
the survey. 10 The objective of NSDUH is to assess the preva-
lence and associations of substance use and mental health
concerns in the US.10 This study includes the US adult pop-
ulation who were 18 years or older at the time of the sur-
vey. Additional details on the NSDUH methodology can be
found in their website.!!

MEASURES
OUTCOME — MENTAL HEALTH CONDITIONS

The Kessler-6 scale (K6 scale) was used to assess Serious
Psychological Distress (SPD) based on symptoms of distress
- nervousness, hopelessness, restlessness, sadness, worth-
lessness, and everything feeling like an effort. The re-
sponses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale (all of the
time to none of the time) with “all of the time” coded as
4 and “none of the time” coded as 1. NSDUH categorized
a score of 13 or above out of the possible 24 in responses
to the six symptoms of distress as SPD. Past-year SPD was
defined by NSDUH as respondents who reported that there
was a month in the past 12 months where he/she was more
depressed, anxious, or emotionally stressed during the past
30 days. Major Depressive Episode (MDE) was defined based
on the DSM-5 criteria. Past year MDE was defined as pre-
sent when a respondent reported they had experienced 5
or more of the 9 symptoms of Major Depressive Disorder
(MDD) in the past 12 months based on the DSM-5 criteria.
To assess lifetime mental health issues, participants were
asked whether they ever had a problem with their own men-
tal health with responses of “Yes” or “No”.

RISK FACTORS AND COVARIATES

Respondents were determined as having chronic health
conditions if they have ever been told or informed by a
doctor or other medical professional that they have ever
had the following health conditions — Heart Condition, Dia-
betes, Chronic Bronchitis (COPD), Cirrhosis, Hepatitis B or
C, Kidney Disease, Asthma, Cancer and Hypertension. Ad-
ditionally, past-year and past-month use of alcohol and any
tobacco products were also included.

The overall health status was categorized into 5 different
categories — Excellent, very good, good, fair, and poor -
based on the question of “Would you say your health in
general is excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?” The ef-
fect of COVID-19 on the respondents’ mental health was
also included in the study. The effects of COVID-19 on
mental health were categorized as — Not at all, a little,
some, quite a bit, and a lot — based on the question of “since
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, how much, if
at all, has COVID-19 negatively affected your emotional or
mental health?” Covariates such as sex, education, income
level, health insurance coverage status, and county metro
status were also included in the study to measure potential
confounding effects.
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STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Secondary analyses of the 2021 NSDUH public-use data set
were conducted using SAS, version 9.4.12 Weighted sum-
mary statistics were calculated to describe the frequency
distribution of the outcome, risk factors, and covariates. Bi-
variate analyses were conducted to examine the effect of
chronic health conditions, demographic factors, and other
covariates. All the analyses used weighed sampling analysis
techniques to account for the complex sampling survey de-
sign.!3 The 2021 NUDUH data had very few missing data
but the answer options such as “Refused”, “Not Ascer-
tained”, and “Don’t Know” are categorized into missing
data.

RESULTS

The study included 2,218 non-Hispanic AA adults (18+),
representing approximately 16 million individuals in the
US in 2023. Table 1 presents the sample characteristics of
these individuals. Gender distribution was nearly even with
52.61% females and 47.39% males. The largest age group
was 35-49 (32.48%), followed by 21.12% of 50-64 years old.
Over half (56.58%) were college graduates, while 9.59% had
less than a high school degree. More than half (58.13%)
reported earnings of $75,000 or more, but 11.1% reported
having annual income below $20,000. Around 50% of peo-
ple reported they were employed full-time, while 6% were
unemployed. The majority (58.7%) stated they were mar-
ried, and 31% stated they had never married. Most par-
ticipants (78%) resided in large metropolitan areas, and
almost all (~93%) reported having health insurance. Re-
garding self-reported health status, most participants
(89%) rated their health status as good to excellent, while
11% reported fair or poor health.

Table 2 presents behavioral, physical and mental health
characteristics. Around 5% of the respondents reported
past-year MDE, 9.3% reported having lifetime MDE, 10%
past-year SPD, and 15% reported ever having mental health
issues. Over half (~59%) reported that COVID-19 negatively
affected their mental health. Approximately 14% of partic-
ipants reported past-year use of any tobacco products or
nicotine vaping, while 10.5% reported past-month use. Al-
cohol use was more prevalent with over half (50.9%) report-
ing past-year use and 34.3% past-month use. Only ~23% of
respondents provided their chronic health conditions data.
Among them, hypertension was the most common with
43% reported ever having high blood pressure, followed by
diabetes (31%), asthma (26%), heart condition (19%), can-
cer (9.5%), Hepatitis B or C (9%), kidney disease (5%), COPD
(4%), and cirrhosis of the liver (0.5%).

Table 3 presents the bivariate analysis of three mental
health outcomes — past-year MDE, past-year SPD, and ever
having mental health issue. Among demographic factors
only marital status and overall health status were signif-
icantly associated (p<0.05) with past-year MDE. Income,
marital status, overall health status, and age groups were
significantly associated (p<0.05) with past-year SPD. Per-
ceived mental health issues were significantly associated

with educational levels, marital status, overall health sta-
tus, employment status, and age groups. For behavioral fac-
tors, past-year and past-month tobacco use were signifi-
cantly associated with past-year MDE, while alcohol uses
were not. However, past-year and past-month tobacco use,
along with past-year alcohol use were significantly asso-
ciated with past-year SPD. Both past-year and past-month
alcohol and tobacco use were significantly associated with
perceived mental health issues. None of the chronic health
conditions were significantly associated with past-year
MDE. However, Hepatitis B or C was significantly associated
(p=0.01) with past year SPD. Diabetes, COPD, asthma, and
cancer were significantly associated with perceived mental
health issue (p<0.05). Finally, negative mental health im-
pacts from COVID-19 were significantly associated with all
three mental health outcomes.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study provide valuable insights into
the mental health status and associated factors among AA
adults in 2023. The prevalence of mental disorders among
AA adults in 2023 highlights the significant burden of men-
tal health issues within this population. Approximately
10% of AA adults reported experiencing SPD in the past
year, while 5% reported experiencing a MDE during the
same period. These findings are similar to the 12-month
prevalence of any psychiatric disorders among AA reported
in the National Latino and Asian American Study (NLAAS)
by Takeuchi et al.,14 which was 9.46%. However, it is im-
portant to note that the NLAAS data is over 20 years old
and includes a broader range of psychiatric disorders, un-
like the two specific conditions—SPD and MDE—examined
in our study. Despite these differences, our results suggest
that the prevalence of mental disorders among AA has not
decreased over the years. McGarity-Palmer et al.15 reported
that 32.9% of Asian/AA adults reported having psychologi-
cal distress in their study using 2021 AA and Native Hawai-
ian/Pacific Islander COVID-19 Needs Assessment Study.
The high difference in the prevalence rate of psychological
distress suggests that there may be significant variations in
mental health outcomes among different subgroups within
the AA population.

Additionally, our analysis identified a high prevalence of
chronic health conditions among AA adults, which include
hypertension, diabetes, heart conditions, and cancer. These
findings are consistent with previous research highlighting
the disproportionate burden of chronic health conditions
among minority populations in the United States.16-18 A
systematic review conducted by Islam and others found
a significant burden of mental health conditions among
Asian adults living with chronic health condi-
tions.!8Though, our study did not find significant associa-
tions between all chronic conditions to past-year MDE, we
found that Hepatitis B or C was significantly associated to
past-year SPD, and diabetes, COPD, asthma, and cancer to
having perceived mental health issue. The co-occurrence
of mental disorders and chronic health conditions among
AA adults underscores the need for integrated approaches
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics of Asian Americans in 2023 National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Variable Non-Hispa:LcQ;ila; American Weighted %
Gender
Male 1,033 47.39%
Female 1,185 52.61%
Age Group
18-25 Years Old 615 13.63%
25-34 Years Old 492 18.23%
35-49 Years Old 755 32.58%
50-64 Years Old 202 21.12%
65 or Older 154 14.44%
Education
Less than High School 132 9.59%
High School Graduate 285 14.22%
Some college/associate degree 428 19.61%
College Graduate 1373 56.58%
Income
Less than $20,000 287 11.10%
$20,000 - $49,999 399 21.35%
$50,000- $ 74,999 250 9.41%
$75,000 or More 1,282 58.13%
Employment Status
Employed Full time 1,137 49.73%
Employed Part time 325 11.68%
Unemployed 138 6.05%
Other 618 32.53%
Marital Status
Married 1,137 58.70%
Widowed 48 3.32%
Divorced or Separated 96 6.57%
Never Been Married 937 31.41%
County Metro/Nonmetro Status
Large Metro 1,438 78.11%
Small Metro 653 18.48%
Nonmetro 127 3.41%
Health Insurance Status
Yes 1,972 92.89%
No 148 7.11%
Health Status
Excellent 583 22.33%
Very Good 870 38.52%
Good 591 28.21%
Fair/Poor 174 10.94%

to healthcare that address both mental and physical health
needs holistically.

Furthermore, our study found that the majority of the
participants (59%) reported that COVID-19 negatively af-
fected their mental health to some extent. The result indi-
cates that the effect on COVID-19 on AA are still lingering

as it is crucial to highlight the substantial rise in discrimi-
nation and violence directed towards AA communities dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic.1? Previous studies have also
documented significant increases in mental health condi-
tions among AA during the pandemic,292! with one study
reporting a sevenfold increase in the prevalence of depres-
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Table 2. Behavioral, Physical and Mental health characteristics Characteristics of Asian Americans in 2023

National Survey on Drug Use and Health

Non-Hispanic Asian American

Boston Congress of Public Health Review (BCPHR, Formerly HPHR)

Variable n=2218 Weighted %
Past-Year use of any Tobacco products or Nicotine Vaping
Yes 361 13.98%
No 1,857 86.02%
Past-Month use of any Tobacco products or Nicotine Vaping
Yes 262 10.48%
No 1,956 89.52%
Past-Year Alcohol use
Yes 1,237 50.94%
No 981 49.06%
Past-Month Alcohol use
Yes 871 65.70%
No 1,347 34.30%
Past-Year Major Depressive Episode
Yes 154 4.98%
No 2,064 95.02%
Past-Year Serious Psychological Distress
Yes 300 9.95%
No 1,918 90.05%
Perceived Ever Had A Mental Health Issue
Yes 414 84.61%
No 1,738 15.39%
COVID-19 Negatively affected Mental Health
Not at all 783 41.09%
Alittle or Some 1081 47.30%
Quite abit or A lot 263 11.61%
Heart Condition
Yes 81 19.05%
No 434 80.95%
Diabetes
Yes 144 31.07%
No 371 68.93%
Chronic Bronchitis
Yes 14 4.25%
No 501 95.75%
Cirrhosis of the Liver
Yes 3 0.46%
No 512 99.54%
HepatitisBor C
Yes 30 9.15%
No 485 90.85%
Kidney Disease
Yes 19 5.19%
No 496 94.81%
Asthma
Yes 171 26.09%
No 344 73.91%
Cancer
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Variable Non-Hisparr:i:ZA: sllag American Weighted %
Yes 35 9.47%
No 480 90.53%
High Blood Pressure
Yes 199 42.59%
No 316 57.41%

sion and anxiety among this population.20 Similarly, in our
study, respondents who reported negative impacts of
COVID-19 on their mental health were significantly more
likely to have experienced a past-year MDE, SPD, and per-
ceived mental health issue. The study findings underscore
the critical need to address the unique mental health chal-
lenges encountered by AA communities, especially within
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and heightened in-
stances of discrimination and violence. Additionally, these
findings highlight the interconnectedness of physical and
mental health and the importance of addressing both as-
pects of well-being in healthcare interventions and policies
as the self-reported overall health status was found to be
significantly associated with each of the three mental
health outcomes in which individuals who rated their over-
all health as fair or poor were more likely to have mental
health issues compared to individuals who rated good, very
good, or excellent.

Future research is needed to explore the complex re-
lationships between mental and physical health outcomes
among AA adults and identify potential underlying mecha-
nisms. Overall, the findings from this study underscore the
importance of addressing mental health disparities within
the AA population and implementing targeted interven-
tions to promote mental well-being and reduce the burden
of mental disorders.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Given the findings in this study, which highlight the per-
sistent mental health challenges among AA adults, it is es-
sential to translate this evidence into actionable policies
and practices. The results from this study emphasize that
the results may not truly represent the needs of all AA
communities as the data are aggregated and the results
may obscure important differences across AA subgroups.
As demonstrated in the past study by Sorkin et al., mental
health needs can vary significantly by subgroups within the
AA communities.23 To effectively address these disparities,
we recommend continuing to promote data disaggregation
in national health surveys, increasing AA representation in
research, developing culturally tailored mental health pro-
grams, and integrating mental and physical health services
for Asian Americans.

LIMITATIONS

This study has several limitations. First, the cross-sectional
design of NSDUH limits the ability to establish causal re-
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lationships between the factors. Second, the study may be
subjected to sampling bias as sample population may not
accurately represent the broader AA population in terms of
demographics, geographic distribution, or socioeconomic
status and the data may not adequately represent the di-
versity within the AA subgroups. Third, as the data was col-
lected through self-reporting methods, it may be subjected
to biases. Lastly, as the study only utilized data from a sin-
gle source, it may not fully capture the range of mental
health experiences and health outcomes among AA adults.
Despite these limitations, the study was able to utilize a
large, nationally representative data to determine the men-
tal health status among AAs and examine factors that are
affecting mental health in the AA communities.

CONCLUSION

This study offers insights into the mental health status
along with behavioral and physical health characteristics
among AA adults, underscoring significant disparities and
challenges faced within this diverse population that are of-
ten underrepresented in research. Despite the rapid growth
of the AA population in the United States, there remains a
critical gap in understanding and addressing their mental
health needs. The findings underscore the prevalence of
mental disorders and chronic health conditions within this
demographic, emphasizing the interconnectedness of be-
havioral, physical, and mental well-being. Moreover, the
impact of COVID-19 on mental health underscores the need
for targeted interventions to address the unique challenges
exacerbated by the pandemic, including increased discrim-
ination and violence. By recognizing and addressing these
disparities, along with the study’s limitations, we can ad-
vance efforts to understand mental health status, promote
overall well-being, and lessen the prevalence of mental dis-
orders and chronic health conditions within AA communi-
ties.
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Table 3. Bivariate Analysis of Mental Health Outcomes by Behavioral and Chronic Health Characteristics

Variable Past-Year MDE Past-Year SPD Ever Had Mental Health Issue
P-value OR (95% Cl) P-value OR P-value OR
Past-Year use of any Tobacco
products or Nicotine Vaping
Yes 2.54(1.16,5.58) 3.14(1.74,5.65) 2.41(1.40,4.18)
0.014 <0.0001 0.0009
No Ref Ref Ref
Past-Month use of any Tobacco
products or Nicotine Vaping
Yes 2.56(1.03,6.33) 3.83(2.05,7.13) 2.80(1.64,4.79)
0.031 <0.0001 <0.0001
No Ref Ref Ref
Past-Year Alcohol use
Yes 1.72(1.01,2.93) 2.73(1.79,4.16)
0.058 0.036 <0.0001
No Ref Ref
Past-Month Alcohol use
Yes 2.56(1.80, 3.65)
0.44 0.23 <0.0001
No Ref
COVID-19 Negatively affected
Mental Health
Not at all Ref Ref Ref
Alittle or Some <0.0001 2.54(1.01, 6.40) <0.0001 2.01(0.92,4.36) <0.0001 2.48(1.40,4.41)
Quite a bitor Alot 13.87 (4.87,39.45) 7.13(3.01, 16.86) 6.24(2.88,13.53)
Asthma
Yes 4.85(1.99,11.81)
0.87 0.69 0.0002
No Ref
Cancer
Yes 0.066((0.013,0.337)
N/A 0.42 <0.0001
No Ref
Chronic Bronchitis
Yes 4.18(0.96, 18.15)
N/A 0.46 0.035
No Ref
Diabetes
Yes 0.24(0.09, 0.65)
0.99 0.71 0.0025
No Ref
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Variable Past-Year MDE Past-Year SPD Ever Had Mental Health Issue
P-value OR (95% Cl) P-value OR P-value OR
HepatitisBor C
Yes 0.17 (0.04,0.83)
N/A 0.01 0.15
No Ref
Cirrhosis of the Liver
Yes
N/A N/A N/A
No
Heart Condition
Yes
0.47 0.55 0.09
No
High Blood Pressure
Yes
0.67 0.96 0.32
No
Kidney Disease
Yes
0.07 0.61 0.33
No

*Table 3: Odds ratios are only provided for significant Pr >Chisq.
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