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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In 2009, the Vietnamese Friendship Association (VFA) launched the Community Action Research and 

Empowerment (CARE) Project, a participatory research effort with four goals: Increase civic 

engagement and community involvement, foster positive youth development, improve understanding 

and connection between younger and older generations, and develop a community plan that would 

guide the Vietnamese community for the next several years. The project is divided into three phases: 

Community Assessment, Community Plan, and Implementation of the Plan. The Youth Action Team, 

a team of nine youth, working with the Advisory Committee, conducted the research during Phase I, 

which lasted one year. This report describes results from Phase I, the Community Assessment. Data 

for this assessment was gathered through 316 surveys, 85 individual interviews, and 16 focus groups. 

 

Community Strengths 

When asked ñWhat do you consider the greatest strengths or values within the Vietnamese 

community?ò the top five answers were 1. Hard work and diligence, 2. Culture and traditions are 

valued, 3. Family values, especially respect for elders, 4. Education is a high priority, and 5. Business 

and entrepreneurship. 

 

Community Challenges 

When asked to name community-wide issues, the most frequently cited involve challenges for elders, 

including social and physical isolation, transportation, and changes in identity and cultural values 

living in the United States. Youth challenges come in second place, including youthsô losing 

connection to Vietnamese culture and cultural identity, peer pressure, lack of voice, and violence. 

Other community challenges mentioned include language barriers, lack of community unity, 

generation gaps, lack of assistance for new immigrants, and lack of a community center or space. 

 

Individual and Family challenges 

Participants in the focus groups were asked to name challenges they faced when they first arrived in 

the U.S. Responses included economic and job security, language and cultural assimilation, civil 

liberties, and lack of support for youth. Many of these challenges persist. When asked what 

challenges they experience today, responses include job security, low income, and language barriers. 

New challenges include racial discrimination and stereotypes, and loss of language and culture. 

 

 

 

Leadership and Civic Engagement 
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Members of the Vietnamese community are involved in a wide range of activities outside of work and 

family. About 30.6% are involved in religious organizations, 30.6% in social/cultural organizations. 

16.5% are involved in non-profit service organizations, while the same percentage stated they had 

little or no participation in community activities.  

 

Seven of 16 focus groups responded ñnoò when asked ñDo you think Vietnamese people are 

politically knowledgeable and active?ò Reasons included fear of getting involved and lack of 

knowledge.  

 

In general, respondents believe effective leadership does not exist in the Vietnamese community in 

Seattle. Several noted the self-righteous, ego-driven nature of existing leadership. Furthermore, a 

significant number of participants mentioned the lack of community unity as a result of this lack of 

leadership. 

 

Youth and Education 

Vietnamese students make up 5% of Seattle Public Schoolôs student population. According to SPSôs 

District summary report 2009, 72.4% of Vietnamese students are on free or reduced lunch, a 

significant number compared to Japanese (11.3%), Korean (14.6%), and White students (12.6%). 

Approximately one-third of Vietnamese students are classified as Limited English Proficiency (LEP), 

second only to Latino Indian students (37.4%). This is the highest percentage among Asian students. 

 

In terms of academic performance, as measured by the WASL, Vietnamese students fall behind 

Japanese, Korean, Chinese, and White students. In 10th grade Science, for example, Vietnamese 

students passed the WASL at 42.3%, compared to White (61.2%), Chinese (58.4%), Korean (60.0%), 

and Japanese (71.9%). 

 

When asked to rate various educational institutions, 15% of participants rated Seattle School District 

ñabove average;ò 48.3% and 17% rated it average and below average. Universities fared better, with 

47.1% of participants rating them above average. Community college and technical colleges were 

general seen as average. 

 

Housing 

Seventy-five percent of survey respondents indicated they were ñveryò or ñsomewhatò concerned 

about housing stability. Twenty-five percent expressed some level of difficulty paying their mortgage 
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or rent every month. 25% receive some form of low-income housing assistance. Fewer than half own 

a home without housing assistance. 

 

Health Care and Social Services 

Nearly 25% of survey respondents do not have healthcare coverage. Nearly 40% only visit the doctor 

when they are sick. Only 12% are satisfied with their coverage, almost 11% often refrain from seeking 

medical attention due to finances, and nearly 11% cannot afford health coverage. 

 

When asked to rate the importance of various social services, respondents ranked highest: job 

seeking/training programs, ESL classes for adults, Vietnamese classes for children, and 

refugee/immigration services. 

 

Community Safety 

One-third of respondents indicated they felt safe in their neighborhood. 60% said they felt somewhat 

safe, and 6.5% felt not safe at all. Property crimes, drugs, and violent crimes worried survey 

respondents the most. 

 

Economic Stability 

Eighty-seven percent of survey respondents expressed strong or moderate concern about job and 

career stability. 46.2% work full-time. 16.1% do not work; nearly 15% are looking for a job. Half make 

less than $30,000 annually, and over one-third make less than $21,000. Challenges were 

exacerbated for community members with low income. Those with salaries below $21,000 or who 

struggle to pay for housing are also much less likely to have healthcare coverage.  

 

Hopes for the Future 

When asked what they would like to see in the Vietnamese community ten years from now, top 

answers included keeping language and culture alive, building a community center, increasing 

political voice, and developing a stronger, more unified community. 

 

Next Steps 

The VFA seeks funding to implement Phase II of CARE in mid-2011. This phase involves engaging 

the community to develop a plan to guide the community for the next three to five years. 



  7 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 
 

 The Vietnamese Friendship Association (VFA) is 

proud to present the findings of Phase I of our 

Community Action Research and Empowerment 

(CARE) Project. This phase consists of a 

community needs assessment conducted through 

engaging youth and elders. Over 300 surveys, 16 

focus groups, and 85 one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with community members of all ages 

and backgrounds. The following pages provide a 

summary of the input gathered. The research 

conducted was meant to capture a general sense 

of the Vietnamese community of Seattle, its strengths, areas of improvement, and hopes for the 

future. It is a participatory process, where the research is driven by the community and may change 

as it progresses. It is in no way meant to be a rigorous scientific study. We do not claim that the 

findings represent the entire Vietnamese community in Seattle. 

 

This report only represents the first phase of the CARE project. We hope the data presented here will 

be helpful in providing some insights into the concerns, hopes, and dreams of our community 

members. We see, for example, the worry over the lack of services for seniors, of youth losing 

Vietnamese culture, of the absence of effective leadership within the Vietnamese community. We 

also see pride in Vietnamese culture and family values, and hopes for a stronger, more united, more 

politically active community with youth and elders connected to each other.  

 

We believe the data uncovered in this project will be useful for nonprofits, schools, and other 

organizations who work with Vietnamese clients. Again, it is a general overview of the Vietnamese 

community in Seattle. This is not an exhaustive study; there is still much to learn. We look forward to 

implementing the next phase, which will engage the Vietnamese community to develop a community 

plan.  

 

ABOUT THE VIETNAMESE FRIENDSHIP ASSOCIATION 

The Vietnamese Friendship Association (VFA) was founded in 1978 to respond to short-term 

resettlement needs facing Vietnamese refugees. The organization provided information and referral, 

housing assistance, ESL classes, job placement, interpretation and translation service, and access to 

Figure 2: Youth Action Team member Verlinda sharing 
results with community members 
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programs for low-income families. Since then, VFAôs mission has broadened to empowering the 

community to succeed while preserving Vietnamese culture and bridging this culture with the 

mainstream and other ethnic communities. In the past decade, the organizationôs focus has shifted 

from resettlement to family and youth services in an academic setting, including after-school tutoring, 

parental involvement in education, and youth leadership. 

 

HISTORY OF THE CARE PROJECT 

Through our work over the past three years, VFA has learned that Vietnamese families in Seattle face 

numerous barriers to opportunities in education, health care, economic self-sufficiency, and 

neighborhood vitality. Our research shows that community mobilization efforts hold the best promise 

for achieving positive social change. Unfortunately, there has not been a collective Vietnamese 

community effort to address issues due to historical, cultural and economic reasons. CARE is 

designed to engage the community in identifying problems and challenges, developing priorities, 

creating a community plan, and mobilizing resources to implement the plan. 

 

We also recognize the absence of the 

Vietnamese voice and presence in the 

neighborhood. Although one of the largest 

immigrant populations in Southeast Seattle, 

few Vietnamese attend district council 

meetings, neighborhood nights, focus groups 

on neighborhood issues such as the light rail, 

or other civic engagement or social activities. 

This has led to the perception that the 

Vietnamese community is aloof and self-

segregating. Through the project, we hoped to 

obtain a clearer understanding of the obstacles that prevent our community from being more 

engaged. This will be a critical first step to solving these challenges and promoting neighborly 

relationships between the Vietnamese community and other diverse communities in Seattle.  

 

 

GOALS OF CARE 

The goals of the CARE project are to: (1) Promote greater civic participation, grassroots leadership 

development, and general community involvement among Vietnamese community members; (2) 

Foster positive youth development, encourage youth learning and to provide a positive opportunity for 

Figure 3: Community members providing perspective on the 
community during CARE forum 
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youth to contribute to their community and to 

develop critical career skills; (3) provide an 

opportunity for youth and adults to work together 

and to promote greater understanding between 

different generations; (4) to develop a 

community-based plan that reflects community 

needs and desires, fosters community ownership 

of the plan, and is recognized as official 

community plan by the local planning agency.  

 

Additionally, CARE aims to serve as a means of 

collaboration with other ethnic groups. We hoped that this process would not only bring our 

community together and increase neighborly connections, but would also yield a model or key 

lessons which may be used by other communities.  

 

The project is divided into three phases: Phase 1, lasting one year, involved engaging young leaders 

and adults/elders in assessing the Vietnamese communityôs strengths, needs, and vision. Phase 2, 

lasting another year, will involve engaging the community to develop an action plan. Phase 3 involves 

mobilizing resources to implement the action plan. In the fall of 2009, the VFA secured funding 

through the City of Seattle Department of Neighborhoodôs Large Project Fund, the United Way of 

King County Venture Fund, and Neighbor to Neighbor, totaling over $120,000, for implementation of 

Phase 1, conducting a community needs assessment. This report presents the findings from Phase 1. 

 

PROJECT STRUCTURE 

Two teams carried out the work of Phase 1:  

 

The Youth Action Team (YAT) included nine young 

adults ages 16 to 20. YAT members spent the first half 

of the project in trainings on the principles and methods 

of participatory research and community dynamics. They 

conducted the assessment work through interviews, 

focus groups, community forums, and surveys. A 

mandatory retreat at the beginning, middle, and end of the year, and intense trainings throughout the 

year on ten designated Saturdays prepared them to 

tackle the assigned tasks while developing leadership skills.  

Figure 5: YAT members during training 

Figure 4: Youth Action Team member Tanner and project 
consultant Trang during planning session 
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The Advisory Committee (AC) comprised 8 to 12 volunteer community members who met monthly 

or more frequently to discuss process and progress. The members of the AC guided the Youth Action 

Team in their work, and helped to coordinate and conduct trainings. AC members mentored youth 

throughout the project, including developing methods and research instruments, gathering data, 

analyzing, presenting findings, and writing this final report. 

 

2.  RESEARCH APPROACH & METHODS 
 

APPROACH 

Our approach to the research was guided by two key principles: The planning process must be driven 

by the community, include all segments of the community, and be led by a multigenerational team. 

First, VFA strongly believes that planning processes driven by the community and for the community 

are most effective at achieving positive change. All members of the community, including elders, 

youth, and family representatives, can offer unique and valuable perspectives on community needs, 

values and priorities.  

 

Second, we believe that a multigenerational approach holds the best promise for bringing community 

members from all walks of life together to address social and economic inequities facing the 

Vietnamese community. This collective effort aims to narrow the multigenerational gap within the 

Vietnamese community by having youth work with adults and elders.  

 

Data was gathered through multiple methods: 

 

FOCUS GROUPS 

Between April and June, the YAT members 

facilitated a total of 16 focus groups, comprising 

147 participants. Focus groups were typically 90 

minutes long and run by 2 YAT members. 

Participants were recruited from community at 

large, including youth from after school 

programs, young professionals, and elders. Half 

the focus groups were conducted through two 

widely-advertised community forums, during 

which attendees were divided into small 

Figure 6: Focus group with a group of Vietnamese 
students 
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simultaneous focus groups led by YAT members. The rest were conducted through sending YAT 

members out into the community. Appendix B includes the focus group protocol and questions. 

 

INTERVIEWS 

Following the focus groups, YAT members interviewed 85 community members one-on-one, 

including elders, parents, youth, community stakeholders, business owners, and religious leaders. 

The interviews asked community members their perception of the community, its strengths and 

weaknesses, and their hopes for the future. Interviewees were recruited through a ñsnowballò 

approach, where one subject would refer another subject for interview. Among those interviewed, 51 

percent were female and 49 percent were male. Appendix C includes the interview questions. 

 

SURVEYS 

 A total of 316 unduplicated surveys were 

collected by the YAT, both online through 

SurveyMonkey.com and in person through 

canvassing churches, temples, and community 

events. The 36-question survey, developed as a 

joint effort of the YAT and AC, captured 

demographic data and assessed respondentsô 

perspectives on healthcare, education, 

transportation, community strengths, challenges, 

civic engagement, leadership, unity, and hopes 

for the future of the Vietnamese community. Appendix D includes the full survey questions. 

 

Survey respondents included a diverse range of community members in terms of gender, level of 

formal education, family size, household income, marital status, occupation, and place of residence. 

These indicators are summarized in the table below. 

 

GENDER OCCUPATION 

Male 52.2% 
Accounting, Finance, Human 
Resources 

7.2% 

Female 47.8% Business, Consulting, Self Employed 7.2% 

FORMAL EDUCATION Office/Administrative 4.8% 

Figure 7: YAT members analyzing survey results 


























































































