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Minority Health Month focuses on health disparities within disadvantaged communities. The
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (NHPI) population often goes unnoticed as they are
frequently grouped with the Asian American community. This causes health inequalities within
NHPI populations to go unnoticed, especially during crises such as COVID-19. As NHPI
populations experienced some of the nation's highest infection and death rates during the
pandemic, the crisis deepened existing mental health challenges and revealed systemic barriers
to care.To help bridge this widening gap, vaccine education programs and mental health
services should be targeted towards NHPI, while considering the importance of culturally
competent care.

For too long, the mental health crisis among NHPI has been overlooked. Suicide remains the
leading cause of death for NHPI youths aged 15-24, yet they are 70% less likely to receive
mental health services than non-Hispanic whites (Office of Minority Health, 2019). Part of the
problem is that NHPI are often statistically grouped with Asian populations, concealing the
unique struggles that they face (Kevin H Nguyen, PubMed, 2024). But even when data is
divided, NHPI still experiences systemic racism in healthcare, from inadequate mental health
resources to a lack of NHPI providers (KFF, 2023).

Cultural shame also plays a major role. Many NHPI see mental health struggles as personal or
family matters rather than something requiring outside intervention (UCLA Newsroom, 2023).
This discourages help seeking, leaving many without the care they need (Andrew M Subica,
PubMed, 2019). Even those who do seek treatment face a system that does not represent
them, mental health care that ignores NHPI cultural perspectives, fails to integrate traditional
healing practices, and lacks NHPI professionals (KFF, 2023). Without targeted action, NHPI will
continue to suffer in silence.

It has been 5 years since COVID-19 was ruled to be a pandemic, but its influence remains. Due
to high COVID-19 transmission rates in NHPI (CDC, 2024; Ponce et al, 2021), the effects of
vaccine hesitancy among NHPI populations were especially devastating (Ramirez, 2020; Ponce
et al., 2021). Vaccines are crucial to prevent severe illness, hospitalization, and death, but
barriers such as historical medical mistrust impede NHPI community's access to vaccines.

During the pandemic, COVID-19 cases and death rates exploded among NHPI populations
(Ramirez, 2020). NHPI COVID-19 Data Policy Lab found that there were 52,309 positive cases
and 780 deaths as of April 16th, 2021 (Ponze et al., 2021). COVID-19 cases were the highest
within the NHPI population compared to other racial and ethnic groups (Ponze et al., 2020;
Ramirez, 2020). However, a survey administered by the Pacific Islander Center of Primary Care
Excellence and the American Association of Psychologists found that “Approximately 43% of
respondents aged 18 to 44 years noted reservations to the [COVID] vaccine.” Existing
disparities that have resulted from historical oppression and inequity show that medical mistrust
is linked to income and education inequality (Samoa et al, 2021). Due to this wealth and
education gap, health literacy is a growing concern within this population, as studies (Juarez et
al, 2022; Kaholokula, 2021) report that misinformation is associated with vaccine hesitancy in
NHPI.

Addressing NHPI health disparities requires more than just awareness, it demands action. To
combat vaccine hesitancy and improve mental health outcomes, healthcare systems must
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integrate culturally competent care, including in-language services and traditional healing
practices. Mistrust in healthcare, rooted in systemic racism and historical neglect, must be
countered with community driven outreach and equitable access to care.

Public health efforts must also tackle misinformation head-on, ensuring NHPI communities
receive clear, accurate, and accessible information. By prioritizing education, representation,
and culturally informed solutions, we can bridge the gap and ensure NHPI communities receive
the care they deserve.
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