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Asian Americans are increasingly a factor in the political life of the United States, which makes
it important to gain an accurate rendering of their position on key social issues that impact the
nation. One area where there is a lack of understanding about the position of Asian Americans is
with the issue of affirmative action. The 80-20 National Education Foundation (“80-20”)
submitted an amicus brief in the Fisher Supreme Court case on affirmative action,1 reporting that
“47,000 Asian Americans revealed overwhelming support (by a more than 52:1 ratio) within the
community for race-neutral, merit-based college admission policies” (p. 2). However, this is a
significant difference from any other poll on Asian Americans’ attitudes toward affirmative
action. This brief examines existing research on the attitudes of Asian Americans regarding
affirmative action and compares these results to the poll conducted by 80-20.
NATIONAL OPINION AND EXIT POLLS
Support for or against affirmative action is as difficult to discern for Asian Americans as it is for
all Americans.2 For Asian Americans, specifically, there is the issue of omission from most
national opinion polls on affirmative action. One source for gauging the level of support for or
against affirmative action is a multicity, multiethnic, and multilingual survey of political attitudes
and behavior of Asian Americans administered by the Inter-university Consortium for Political
and Social Research.3 The results show that 63.1% of Asian Americans indicated that affirmative
action “is a good thing” as opposed to 5.7% who reported that it is a “bad thing” and 18.6% who
reported that it “doesn’t affect Asian Americans.” These findings are consistent with a 2004
survey of 701 Asian American college students attending 169 colleges and universities. This
study found that 62.6% of Asian American college students disagreed with the notion that
affirmative action should be eliminated.4 Both of these survey results are consistent with exit
polls during votes on state referendums to end affirmative action. In 1996, 61% of Asian
American voters rejected Proposition 209 in California,5 and in 2006, 75% of Asian American
voters rejected Proposal 2 in Michigan.6
The Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research survey of Asian Americans
also found differences between Asian American sub-groups with regard to their level of support
for affirmative action. The group most likely to agree that affirmative action “is a good thing”
was Vietnamese (86.1%), while the group least likely to agree with this statement was Indians
(52.5%). The differences between Asian American sub-groups is consistent with other studies
that have found that the community is often split along ethnic, generational, linguistic, and
income lines when it comes to their levels of assimilation, perceptions of opportunity, and
attitudes toward social policy.7
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ANALYSIS OF 80-20’s POLL
There are at least three reasons why 80-20’s poll differs so significantly from any other poll on
the attitude of Asian Americans when it comes to affirmative action.
Coverage error: 80-20 claims they “speak for the Asian American community with authority by
virtue of its open and neutral national surveys of the community.”8 However, flaws in the
sampling procedure make this claim problematic. The most significant problem is their nonrepresentative sample because recruitment was administered through an email invitation from
80-20 to its own membership. Because the organization is only reaching a particular sub-group
of Asian Americans, and more specifically the composition of their membership, this recruitment
technique resulted in a biased sample not representative of the Asian American community.9
While it is not possible to estimate the composition of their membership, the national survey of
Asian Americans administered by the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social
Research indicates that 80% of respondents had never heard of 80-20. Additionally, the
respondents for 80-20’s survey were limited to individuals with the capability of responding in
English, as well as those individuals with access to the internet.10
Coercion: 80-20 makes their stance on affirmative action very clear on the survey and its
members are likely to support the organization’s opinion on the issue. In fact, the survey
provides 80-20’s position and asks respondents if they are “For” or “Against” their position, as
opposed to asking questions regarding a respondent’s opinion of the policy itself. This approach
not only results in a self-selection bias, where people who share views with the organization are
more likely to respond, it also results in what political scientists call a “spiral of silence,” in
which respondents feel pressure to support a particular position or to stay silent about their true
support. The organization also coerced respondents by asking them to provide their full name
and race with their response, which were made public on 80-20’s web site. This is not only an
unethical practice in polling, it encourages responses among individuals that support 80-20’s
stance on affirmative action and discourages responses from individuals who disagree with them.
Content validity: Support for 80-20’s statement in their survey – being “for race-neutral, meritbased college admission policies” – has been found to be a poor measure of a person’s attitude
toward affirmative action. Previous national polls have demonstrated that a major factor that
impacts polling on affirmative action has to do with the wording of the question. For example,
while 80% of the American public has indicated that “affirmative action programs for minorities
and women should be continued at some level,” a majority also oppose quotas and set-asides.11
CONCLUSION
80-20’s claim that they “represent the Asian American community” when it comes to affirmative
action cannot be determined by their purported survey results. Their survey instrument, sampling
procedure, and reporting all have serious flaws, all of which indicate that this poll does not meet
any standard for collecting a reliable opinion.
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