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Abstract
Background: Media coverage and scholarly research have reported that Asian people who reside in the United States have
been the targets of racially motivated incidents during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Objective: This study aimed to examine the types of discrimination and worries experienced by Asians and Asian Americans
living in the United States during the pandemic, as well as factors that were associated with everyday discrimination experience
and concerns about future discrimination that the Asian community may face.
Methods: A cross-sectional online survey was conducted. A total of 235 people who identified themselves as Asian or Asian
American and resided in the United States completed the questionnaire.
Results: Our study suggested that up to a third of Asians surveyed had experienced some type of discrimination. Pooling the
responses “very often,” “often,” and “sometimes,” the percentages for each experienced discrimination type ranged between
14%-34%. In total, 49%-58% of respondents expressed concerns about discrimination in the future. The most frequently experienced
discrimination types, as indicated by responses “very often” and “often,” were “people act as if they think you are dangerous”
(25/235, 11%) and “being treated with less courtesy or respect” (24/235, 10%). About 14% (32/235) of individuals reported very
often, often, or sometimes being threatened or harassed. In addition, social media use was significantly associated with a higher
likelihood of experiencing discrimination (β=.18, P=.01) and having concerns about future episodes of discrimination the
community may face (β=.20, P=.005). Use of print media was also positively associated with experiencing discrimination (β=.31,
P<.001).
Conclusions: Our study provided important empirical evidence regarding the various types of discrimination Asians residing
in the United States experienced or worried about during the COVID-19 pandemic. The relationship between media sources and
the perception of racial biases in this group was also identified. We noted the role of social media in reinforcing the perception
of discrimination experience and concerns about future discrimination among Asians during this outbreak. Our results indicate
several practical implications for public health agencies. To reduce discrimination against Asians during the pandemic, official
sources and public health professionals should be cognizant of the possible impacts of stigmatizing cues in media reports on
activating racial biases. Furthermore, Asians or Asian Americans could also be informed that using social media to obtain
COVID-19 information is associated with an increase in concerns about future discrimination, and thus they may consider
approaching this media source with caution.
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Introduction
Background
As of September 2020, COVID-19 has infected approximately
6.94 million people in the United States and caused more than
200,000 deaths in the country [1]. Globally, over 31 million
people had been infected with COVID-19, making it one of the
worst pandemics in human history [1,2]. It is common for people
to seek the origin of a pandemic and focus on responsibility and
assign blame during an outbreak [3]. Media reports and
nonprofit organizations have alerted the Asian community in
the United States regarding the rise of anti-Asian hate crimes
since the start of this pandemic [4-6]. In late March, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation also warned this community about a
surge in hate crimes during the pandemic and alerted law
enforcement agencies to pay closer attention to bias-motivated
crimes [7,8].
Several empirical studies have indicated that Asians residing
in the United States are vulnerable to racist behaviors during
the outbreak of an infectious disease like COVID-19. Dhanani
and Franz [9] conducted a national survey of US adults in March
2020 to study COVID-19–related discriminatory behaviors,
including avoiding ordering from restaurants with primarily
Asian employees, limiting interactions with Asian customers
or coworkers, or intentionally moving away from an Asian
individual while in a public place. Their study found that 42%
of the 1141 people surveyed engaged in at least one
discriminatory behavior toward people of Asian descent [9].
Another study showed that racism against Asian groups, which
is associated with the outbreak of an infectious disease, is not
a new phenomenon but has happened several times throughout
American history [7]. Meanwhile, Asians across the globe were
also found to experience xenophobia and stigmatization during
the SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) outbreak in 2003
[10].
At the same time, according to several news reports, Asians and
people of Asian descent who reside in the United States had
been targets of blame, partly because the virus was first reported
in Wuhan, China [11,12]. In addition, US President Donald
Trump and other political officials have publicly referred to
COVID-19 as “Wuhan virus,” “Chinese virus,” and “Kung Flu,”
causing a surge in racist behavior against Asians [5,10,13]. The
Asian Pacific Policy and Planning Council received
approximately 1500 reports on anti-Asian hate incidents from
45 states during a 4-week period from March to April 2020 [6].
Although there is no existing research directly comparing the
prevalence of anti-Asian incidents before and after the
COVID-19 outbreak, both academic research and news reports
have shown that the Asian community experienced a high level
of verbal harassment, shunning, physical assaults, workplace
discrimination, being barred from transportation, and being
turned away by businesses [5-7,12,13]. The Center of Public
Integrity [5] suggested that the national mental health support
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organization Crisis Text Line [14] received significantly more
texts from people of Asian descent after President Trump called
the coronavirus “Chinese virus” in late March 2020. During the
same period, Reny and Barreto [15] found that Google searches
for “Chinese virus” and “Kung Flu” increased dramatically.
Given the current social environment, it is meaningful to study
the discrimination experienced by people of Asian descent living
in the United States during the COVID-19 pandemic. Recently,
scholars have studied relevant topics in the COVID-19 context,
such as the impact of discrimination against Asians on mental
health [10]; social media usage and anti-Asian sentiments among
Caucasians [13]; and anti-Asian attitudes and behaviors in the
United States [9].
The rise of social media has enabled it to powerfully influence
people’s racism-related beliefs and actions. In a recent study,
Davidson and Farquhar [16] showed that social media can serve
as a major news source and contribute to prejudicial attitudes
toward immigrants, refugees, and transgender people.
Specifically relating to COVID-19, Croucher et al [13] found
that users who perceived information on social media to be
accurate and fair were more likely to believe that Chinese
Americans could pose realistic threats (eg, threats to physical
and material well-being) and symbolic threats (eg, threats to
morals, values, and beliefs). Additionally, Ziems et al [17], in
a preprint publication, revealed that the presence of anti-Asian
hate speech on Twitter was more prevalent than counter-hate
messages during the COVID-19 crisis. For Asians living in the
United States, being exposed to large amounts of unscreened
racist messages on social media could greatly affect their
perceptions of discrimination. In fact, a recent study has shown
that engagement with social media during the pandemic was
associated with worry about discrimination among the Asian
individuals surveyed [18].
According to cultivation theory [19], traditional media use could
effectively construct a social reality as portrayed by the media
sources among viewers. Being exposed to increasing
racism-related media content during the COVID-19 pandemic,
Asians may form the belief that anti-Asian racism is a salient
concern in the United States, leading them to become more
sensitive to the discrimination they experience in their daily
lives as well as become more worried about the discrimination
they may encounter in the future.
Scholars have noted that media exposure can contribute to
beliefs and behaviors associated with social biases [16,20,21].
Research also showed that the media can reinforce the
marginalization of ethnic minorities and stigmatized groups by
portraying them as primary health threats to others [22].
However, previous research mainly documented how
racism-related mainstream media coverage (eg, newspapers and
TV) could cultivate dominant groups’ prejudicial attitudes
toward racial minorities. Little is known about how exposure
to different media sources could relate to the
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prejudiced/discriminated groups’ experiences and perceptions,
which arguably reflect beliefs associated with social biases from
the opposite perspective (ie, the perspective from the prejudiced
and discriminated).
To advance these lines of research and create tailored
interventions to promote the well-being of Asian people, our
study aimed to examine the types of discrimination Asians in
the United States have experienced and worried about during
the pandemic, as well as how exposure to various traditional
media and social media sources could influence experienced
and expected future discrimination in this group during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our study is one of the first attempts to
focus on Asians residing in the United States during the
pandemic and examine factors influencing their experiences of
discrimination.

Aims of This Study
Racism refers to a type of ideology in which certain racial
groups are viewed as superior to others [23], and racial biases
are negative attitudes and beliefs of outgroup members [23-25].
Discrimination is described as unfair treatment and harassment
caused by racial biases [24]. In this study, we focused on
everyday discrimination, which refers to discriminative events
that happen repeatedly in a variety of contexts, such as being
treated disrespectfully, being shunned, being offered poor
service, or being verbally or physically harassed [26]. The
Everyday Discrimination Scale [24] adopted in this study is
among the most widely used instruments to evaluate this type
of discrimination [26].
We distinguished between two dimensions of discrimination:
(1) experiences of discrimination and (2) concerns about future
discrimination. Experiences of discrimination refer to people’s
perceptions of the various forms of anti-Asian incidents
encountered during COVID-19, whereas concerns related to
future discrimination refers to the extent to which people worried
about discrimination that might happen in the future. Our first
research question focused on the prevalence of experiences
related to discrimination and concerns about future
discrimination among Asians who resided in the United States
during the pandemic. Our second research question focused on
examining the relationship between media sources and Asian
participants’ experience of discrimination and concerns about
future discrimination.

Methods
Sampling
Upon institutional review board (IRB) approval, a
cross-sectional online survey was generated on Qualtrics and
then distributed to eligible participants via Amazon Mechanical
Turk (MTurk). MTurk subject pools have revealed proven
advantages in recruiting participants during ongoing social
events [27-29]. We posted our Qualtrics survey link on the
MTurk platform, through which participants can join the study.
MTurk helped us reach eligible participants, and responses from
participants were stored in Qualtrics.
Eligible participants included individuals aged ≥18 years who
identified as Asian and lived in the United States when the data
http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/
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were collected. To ensure that participants paid sufficient
attention during survey completion and to exclude bots and
responses from server farms, we included an attention check
question in the survey. Specifically, the question, which was
placed randomly within the questionnaire, asked participants
to select a designated answer (eg, please select “never” here to
show that you are paying attention); those who failed to select
the designated answer were excluded from the study.
Data collection was completed in the first 2 weeks of May 2020.
At that time, there was a significant number of confirmed
COVID-19 cases in the United States, but some states had
loosened up the stay-at-home orders. A total of 235 people who
identified themselves as Asians or Asian Americans and resided
in the United States completed the questionnaire. The sample
size for this study was determined by an a priori estimate
utilizing G*Power, version 3.1 (Heinrich-Heine-Universität
Düsseldorf) [30]. With the regression effect size (R2) of 0.15,
95% power, and 14 predictors, the minimum sample size was
calculated to be 153. In total, 202 participants were included in
the regression analyses.

Independent Variable: Media Source
The respondents were asked to indicate how often they obtained
news regarding COVID-19 from different media sources. The
items were rated on a 4-point scale (1=never to 4=often).
Responses indicated media usage as follows: (1) newspapers
or magazines (mean 1.69, SD 0.92), (2) radio (mean 1.85, SD
0.97), (3) TV (mean 2.50, SD 1.01), (4) social media (mean
3.22, SD 0.92), and (5) news websites or apps (mean 3.31, SD
0.88).

Dependent Measures
Experience of Discrimination
Experience of discrimination was assessed by asking participants
how often they encountered different forms of unfair treatment
since the COVID-19 outbreak. The measurement items were
adapted from the Everyday Discrimination Scale [24], which
is a widely used instrument to evaluate discrimination [26].The
items were rated on a 5-point scale (1=never to 5=very often).
This item was worded as follows: “Since the COVID-19
outbreak, in your day-to-day life, how often have any of the
following things happened to you: (1) you are treated with less
courtesy or respect than other people; (2) people act as if they
think you are dangerous; (3) people act as if they are afraid of
you; (4) you receive poorer service than other people; (5) you
are threatened or harassed.” Responses were averaged to indicate
the overall experiences of discrimination participants perceived
(Cronbach α=.94, mean 1.93, SD 0.98).

Concerns About Future Discrimination
This item measures the degree to which individuals worry about
discrimination they may experience in the future. The same set
of items in the Everyday Discrimination Scale [24] were used
by changing them to future tenses (eg, “how often do you worry
that you will be treated with less courtesy or respect than other
people?”). Items were averaged to show the overall level of
concerns about future discrimination (Cronbach α=.96, mean
2.61, SD 1.18).
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Data Analysis
Data were analyzed with SPSS Statistics 25 (IBM Corp).
Descriptive statistics were used to investigate the prevalence of
different types of discriminatory experiences Asians have
experienced or expected to encounter in the future. Two
hierarchical regression analyses were used to investigate factors
that were associated with experienced everyday discrimination
and concerns about future discrimination, respectively. Model
1 included demographic variables such as age, years living in
the United States, sex, being Chinese, being a visitor (ie, not a
US citizen or permanent resident), education level, employment
status, income, and political orientation. Model 2 included the
variables in Model 1 as well as different media sources. Some
demographic variables were recoded for the regression analyses
(sex: male=1, female=0; being Chinese: yes=1, no=0; visitor:
visitor=1; US citizen and permanent resident=0; and
employment status: employed=1; no=0). Age and years living
in the United States were measured as continuous variables.
Education level ranged from 1=<high school degree to
7=doctoral degree; income ranged from 1=<$10,000 to
12=≥$150,000; and political orientation varied from 1=very
liberal to 7=very conservative. Assumptions, including
normality, homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity, were
checked before regression tests were performed. All assumptions
were met. For the multicollinearity check, variance inflation
factor values ranged between 1-2 and far below 10.

Results
Participant Demographics

Yu et al
Participants from 35 out of 50 states in the United States
comprised the sample and had lived in the country for an average
of 23.56 years (SD 12.95). Approximately 91% (n=212) of the
participants reported being a US citizen or a permanent resident.
About 35% (n=79) identified themselves as Chinese; the
remainder were from other Asian countries.
As seen in Table 1, approximately half of the participants
(n=122, 52%) identified themselves as male; 48% (n=112) were
female. Further, 55% (n=128) of the participants reported being
single, 42% (n=98) reported being married or being in a
domestic partnership, and 3% (n=7) reported being widowed
or divorced. About 6% (n=14) had an education level below
college; 68% (n=160) reported having some college education,
an associate degree, or a bachelor’s degree; and 26% (n=60)
had earned a master’s or doctoral degree.
In total, 32% (n=72) of the participants were unemployed, 1%
(n=3) was retired, and 67% (n=152) were employed on a partor full-time basis at the time of data collection. Further, 23%
(n=51) reported their household income as being <$39,999 in
2019, 49% (n=92) between $40,000 to $99,999, and 29% (n=64)
>$100,000. In addition, 57% (n=126) of the participants reported
that their family income had been impacted by the COVID-19
outbreak.
We also collected data on the participants’ political beliefs and
orientations: 18% (n=48) were Republicans, 47% (n=110) were
Democrats, and 25% (n=58) were Independent. More than half
of the participants (n=113, 52%) reported being liberal or very
liberal, 27% (n=59) classified themselves as moderate, and 21%
(n=46) were conservative or very conservative (Table 1).

In total, 235 individuals completed the survey. The participants’
age ranged from 18 to 73 years (mean 32.87, SD 10.95 years).
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Table 1. Participants’ demographics (N=235).
Variable

Participants

Age (years)
Mean (SD)

32.87 (10.95)

Range

18-73

Sex, n (%)
Male

122 (52.1)

Female

112 (47.9)

Years in the United States
Mean (SD)

23.56 (12.95)

Range

1-66

Educationa, n (%)
Less than college

14 (5.6)

Some college or college degree

160 (68.4)

Graduate degree

60 (25.6)

Chinese, n (%)
Yes

79 (34.8)

No

148 (65.2)

Citizen or permanent resident, n (%)
Yes

212 (91)

No

21 (9)
a

Annual household income , n (%)
≤$39,999

51 (22.8)

$40,000-$99,999

92 (48.7)

≥$100,000

64 (28.6)

Income impacted by COVID-19, n (%)
Yes

126 (57.3)

No

94 (42.7)

Marital status, n (%)
Single

128 (54.9)

Married or have a domestic partner

98 (42.1)

Widowed

2 (0.9)

Divorced

5 (2.1)

Employment, n (%)
Part-time or full-time

152 (67)

Not employed

72 (31.7)

Retired

3 (1.3)

Party affiliation, n (%)
Republican

48 (18.3)

Democrat

110 (46.8)

Independent

58 (24.7)

Political orientationa, n (%)
Liberal
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Variable

a

Participants

Moderate

59 (27.1)

Conservative

46 (21.1)

Regrouped for this table.

Prevalence of Experienced Discrimination
Our first question asked about the prevalence of various types
of discrimination experienced by Asians in the United States
(Table 2). Pooling the responses “very often” and “often,” each
experienced discrimination type ranged from 5% to 11%. The
most frequently experienced discrimination types included
“people act as if they think you are dangerous” (n=25, 11%);
“being treated with less courtesy or respect” (n=24; 10%);
followed by “received poorer service than other people” (n=20,

9%), and “people act if they are afraid of you” (n=17, 7%).
Compared to the other four types of discriminatory experiences,
encounters where individuals were threatened or harassed took
place less frequently; only 5% (n=11) of participants
experienced it “very often” or “often,” 9% (n=21) reported
“sometimes,” and 86% (n=203) answered “rarely” or “never.”
When the responses “very often,” “often,” and “sometimes”
were pooled, each discrimination type was experienced by
14%-34% of the sample.

Table 2. Experience of discrimination among survey participants (N=235).
Item

Very often, n (%)

Often, n (%)

Sometimes, n (%) Rarely, n
(%)

Never, n (%)

You are treated with less courtesy or respect than
other people.

11 (4.7)

13 (5.5)

48 (20.4)

67 (28.5)

96 (40.9)

People act as if they think you are dangerous.

7 (3.0)

18 (7.7)

55 (23.4)

50 (21.3)

105 (44.7)

People act as if they are afraid of you.

6 (2.6)

11 (4.7)

60 (25.5)

52 (22.1)

106 (45.1)

You receive poorer service than other people

4 (1.7)

16 (6.8)

43 (18.3)

59 (25.1)

113 (48.1)

You are threatened or harassed.

3 (1.3)

8 (3.4)

21 (8.9)

51 (21.7)

152 (64.7)

Prevalence of Concerns About Future Discrimination
In terms of concerns about future experiences of discrimination,
a higher percentage of the participants answered “very often,”
“often,” or “sometimes” for the five discrimination types listed
in Table 3. The results also showed that participants were
generally concerned about the given forms of discrimination at

similar levels. The pooled percentages of “very often” and
“often” for each discrimination type ranged from 25% to 27%.
The discrimination types of most frequent concern were “will
be treated with less courtesy or respect than other people” (n=64,
27%) and “will receive poorer service than other people” (n=62,
26%). When the response “sometimes” was included, the range
increased to 49%-58% (Table 3).

Table 3. Concerns about future discrimination among survey participants (N=235).
Item

Very often, n (%)

Often, n (%)

Sometimes, n (%) Rarely, n
(%)

Never, n (%)

You will be treated with less courtesy or respect than 18 (7.7)
other people.

46 (19.6)

71 (30.2)

46 (19.6)

54 (23.0)

People will act as if they think you are dangerous.

20 (8.5)

39 (16.6)

67 (28.5)

45 (19.1)

64 (27.2)

People will act as if they are afraid of you

17 (7.2)

43 (18.3)

63 (26.8)

48 (20.4)

64 (27.2)

You will receive poorer service than other people

17 (7.2)

45 (19.1)

62 (26.4)

47 (20.0)

64 (27.2)

You will be threatened or harassed.

19 (8.1)

40 (17.0)

57 (24.3)

52 (22.1)

67 (28.5)

Factors Associated With Discrimination Experience
and Concerns
Another question examined factors that may be associated with
the experience of discrimination or concerns about future
discrimination. The two sets of hierarchical regression analyses
resulted in two significant models for experience of
discrimination [R2=.183, F14,187=3.00, P<.001] and concerns
about future discrimination [R2=.166, F14,187=2.66, P=.001].
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Tables 4 and 5 demonstrate the results associated with these
tests.
Our analyses revealed that age was negatively associated with
both experience of discrimination (β=–.18, P=.03) and concerns
about future discrimination (β=–.26, P=.003). This showed that
younger people were more likely to experience discrimination
and worry about future discrimination they may face. The length
of residing in the United States was positively associated with
both experience of discrimination (β=.20, P=.02) and concerns
about future discrimination (β=.21, P=.02). This shows that the
J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 6
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

Yu et al

longer people lived in the United States, the more likely they
felt discriminated or worried about how they might be treated
in the future. Among different Asian ethnic groups residing in
the United States, Chinese people were more likely to experience
discrimination (β=.18, P=.01) or have concerns about future
discrimination than other Asian groups (β=.15, P=.04).

Individuals who often used print (β=.31, P<.001) or social media
(β=.18, P=.01) to obtain COVID-19–related news reported
having experienced more discrimination. Using social media
for COVID-19 was also positively associated with greater
concerns about future discrimination (β=.20, P=.005).

Table 4. Hierarchical regression analysis for variables relating to experience of discrimination. Italics indicates significant results.
Step and variable

Model 1
βa

Model 2
P value

βa

F change

P value

.077

1.77

.08

.107

4.88b

.001

P value

Step 1: Demographic variables
Age

–.13

.14

–.18

.03

Years in the United States

.18

.045

.20

.02

Sex

–.00

.96

–.02

.81

Chinese

.19

.01

.18

.01

Visitor

–.01

.91

–.04

.54

Education

.04

.59

.06

.42

Employment

–.04

.59

–.03

.64

Income

–.08

.31

–.05

.47

Political orientation

.05

.52

.09

.26

Step 2: COVID-19 media source

a

R2 change

Print

—c

—

.31

<.001

Radio

—

—

.02

.79

TV

—

—

–.07

.37

News website or app

—

—

–.05

.48

Social media

—

—

.18

.013

All beta coefficients are standardized regression coefficients.

b

F change is significant at P<.001.

c

Not applicable.

http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 7
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

Yu et al

Table 5. Hierarchical regression analysis for variables relating to concerns about future discrimination. Italics indicates significant results.
Step and variable

Model 1
βa

Model 2
P value

β

F change

P value

.114

2.74

.005

.052

2.34

.04

P value

Step 1: Demographic variables
Age

–.27

.002

–.26

.003

Years in the United States

.17

.047

.21

.02

Sex

–.03

.73

–.04

.56

Chinese

.15

.04

.15

.04

Visitor

–.03

.68

–.04

.55

Education

–.01

.89

–.02

.83

Employment

–.08

.29

–.07

.37

Income

.03

.71

.03

.71

Political orientation

–.11

.11

–.10

.17

Step 2: COVID-19 media source

a

R2 change

Print

—b

—

.07

.39

Radio

—

—

-.01

.92

TV

—

—

.04

.59

News website or app

—

—

.06

.38

Social media

—

—

.20

.005

All beta coefficients are standardized regression coefficients.

b

Not applicable.

Discussion
Principal Findings
This study examined what types of discrimination Asians
residing in the United States have experienced and worried
about during the pandemic, as well as factors that were
associated with everyday discrimination experience and
concerns about future discrimination that the Asian community
may face. Our study suggested that a substantial part of Asians
surveyed had experienced and worried about some type of
discrimination. The relationship between media sources and the
perception of racial biases among this group was also identified.
Our study discovered the significant role of social media use in
the higher likelihood of experiencing discrimination and having
concerns about future discrimination. Use of print media was
also positively associated with experiencing discrimination.
The detailed discussion of these findings is presented below.
First, our study provided additional empirical evidence
suggesting that a substantial part of the Asian community in the
United States had experienced and worried about some type of
discrimination at least part of the time (as indicated by the
response “sometimes”). These findings complemented what the
Center for Public Integrity Poll had suggested: 1 out of 4 people
in the United States said they would be concerned about close
contact with someone of Asian ancestry in public during the
pandemic [5,12]. Additionally, about 14% (32/235) of the
participants reported very often, often, or sometimes being
threatened or harassed. These numbers are very concerning
given that Asian Americans account for 6% of the total
http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/
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population in the United States, representing the fastest growing
ethnic group [31]. These numbers are not negligible because
disease-related anti-Asian sentiment has caused some
damage—for example, an Asian American family was stabbed
in March in Texas while shopping at a Sam’s Club; an Asian
woman was hit on the head with an umbrella in mid-April
accompanied with anti-Asian insults [5]. These types of hate
crimes have caused additional fear and anxiety among Asians
[7]. Our study further suggests that during a prolonged pandemic
like COVID-19, we should pay careful attention to other social
issues relating to the pandemic.
Second, frequent use of social media to obtain COVID-19 news
was positively associated with both experience of everyday
discrimination and concerns about future discrimination. This
finding can be explained by a number of reasons. First, social
media can be easily flooded with unconfirmed negative
stereotypes, emotion-arousing information, and racist hate
speech [17,32]. Therefore, those who use social media more
frequently may have a higher chance of being exposed to
racism-related information. Second, research has shown that
social media is usually associated with a high degree of ethnic
homophily, meaning that people from the same ethnic group
are more likely to gather together on social media [33,34]. Our
Asian participants likely had a social media network composed
of a relatively high percentage of Asian friends, who may have
shared much racism-related information as it had become a
primary concern in the Asian community. Finally, social media
algorithms present information to users based on users’ earlier
behaviors [35]. It is conceivable that, through social media
J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 8
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algorithms, those who frequently resort to social media for
COVID-19 news are then exposed to more COVID-19 news,
which may include reports on anti-Asian incidents (see examples
in [4,5,12]). Thus, Asian participants who frequently accessed
COVID-19 news on social media may have been overinformed
of and hypervigilant about COVID-19–related racism, and thus
reported more experiences of and concerns about discrimination.
One recent study showed that Asians/Asian Americans who
engaged in social media more during the pandemic reported
more worry about being discriminated, likely because social
media browsing during this time led to the perception that
anti-Asian racism was pervasive [18], which resonates with our
findings.
Third, it is noteworthy that usage of print media was also
positively associated with experience of discrimination.
Research has found some patterns regarding how different media
might affect people’s information processing [36]. For example,
it is noted that the nature of print media in dominantly delivering
text-based information and allowing readers to process
information at their own pace and sequence increases the
chances of elaborating information in a deeper cognitive level,
especially for those who have higher interest in the information
[37]. On the other hand, television is more powerful in involving
those who are less involved in the content because of its ability
of activating multiple sensory modes [38]. Being treated as the
main target of discrimination during the COVID-19 pandemic,
Asians would be highly involved in racism-related news
coverage. In this case, print media could facilitate more
cognitive elaboration of relevant information among Asians,
which might lead them to be more sensitive to the discrimination
they experienced in their daily lives.
Finally, our study also indicated that those who self-identified
as Chinese residing in the United States were more likely to
experience discrimination and have concerns about future
discrimination. It is not surprising that Chinese individuals were
more sensitive to discrimination considering the close
connection between the COVID-19 outbreak and China.
Furthermore, we also found that younger age and a lengthier
residency in the United States were both associated with
experience of and concerns about discrimination. It would be
worthwhile to conduct qualitative research to find out how age
and the length of time spent living in a different country (and
cultural context) can cause different perceptions of racial
prejudice and discrimination.
Our study supports earlier reports that demonstrate the
concerning state of Asian people during the pandemic. It reveals
the potential psychological toll of attributing a pandemic to a
particular ethnic group. Our results can be useful for public
health agencies. To reduce discrimination against Asians during
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the pandemic, official sources and public health professionals
should be cognizant of the possible impacts of amplifying
stigmatizing cues in media reports on activating racial biases.
Furthermore, health communication efforts can further
emphasize evidence-based prevention measures of curbing the
pandemic and help remedy social prejudices relating to the
disease. Finally, Asian users could also be informed that using
social media for COVID-19 information would associate with
greater concerns about future discrimination, and thus they may
consider approaching this media source with caution.

Limitations and Future Studies
As an exploratory examination of Asians and their experienced
and expected discrimination during COVID-19, the study has
some limitations. First, even though this project reached Asians
from 35 states in the country, the nonprobability sampling nature
of this study will limit generalizations of the results to the whole
Asian community. Second, our study revealed the prevalence
of discrimination against Asians during COVID-19, but the
nature of the study did not allow us to report whether and by
how much discrimination increased since the outbreak. Scholars
who have collected longitudinal data before and after COVID-19
are in a better position to present the change. Third, we used an
existing scale of racial discrimination [24], which generated
self-report data. Future studies can explore new ways to better
assess the presence of racial discrimination, using experimental
methods or attitudinal and behavioral indicators, as suggested
by the National Research Council [39]. Lastly, our sample
included Asians who resided in the United States during the
outbreak and comprised US citizens, permanent residents, and
temporary visitors. We asked our participants whether they selfidentified as Chinese but did not ask the non-Chinese
participants to report their original nationality. Future scholars
may collect this information to analyze the potential role of
nationality in influencing individual experiences during a global
pandemic.

Conclusions
Through a cross-sectional survey of Asian people in the United
States, our study showed that a substantial percentage of this
group has experienced and worried about some form of
discrimination. Use of print and social media for COVID-19
news were both associated with a higher likelihood of
experiencing discrimination, and social media use was further
associated with concerns about future discrimination. Notably,
our study contributes to the understanding of the media’s role
in shaping racism-related perceptions of a group experiencing
discrimination during a global health crisis. These findings
revealed the importance of addressing discrimination in a health
pandemic to protect the well-being of minority groups that are
being linked to infectious diseases.

Acknowledgments
This research was supported by Research Funds of Humanities and Social Sciences from the Ministry of Education in China
(grant #19YJC860034).

Conflicts of Interest
None declared.
http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 9
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH

Yu et al

References
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

6.

7.
8.

9.

10.

11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

Hernandez S, O’Key S, Watts K, Manley B, Pettersson H. Tracking COVID-19 cases in the US. CNN. 2020. URL: https:/
/www.cnn.com/interactive/2020/health/coronavirus-us-maps-and-cases/ [accessed 2020-09-23]
COVID-19 Dashboard by the Center for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE) at Johns Hopkins University. Johns
Hopkins University. 2020. URL: https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html [accessed 2020-09-23]
Mayor E, Eicher V, Bangerter A, Gilles I, Clémence A, Green EGT. Dynamic social representations of the 2009 H1N1
pandemic: Shifting patterns of sense-making and blame. Public Underst Sci 2013 Nov;22(8):1011-1024. [doi:
10.1177/0963662512443326] [Medline: 23825240]
Mak G. Being Asian-American in the time of COVID-19. The Guardian. 2020 May 8. URL: https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2020/may/08/asian-american-coronavirus-geoffrey-mak [accessed 2020-06-10]
Campbell AF, Ellerbeck A. Federal agencies are doing little about the rise in anti-Asian hate. The Center for Public Integrity.
2020 Apr 16. URL: https://publicintegrity.org/health/coronavirus-and-inequality/
federal-agencies-are-doing-little-about-the-rise-in-anti-asian-hate/ [accessed 2020-08-11]
In one month, STOP AAPI Hate received almost 1500 incident reports of verbal harassment, shunning and physical assaults.
Asian Pacific Policy & Planning Council. 2020 Apr 24. URL: http://www.asianpacificpolicyandplanningcouncil.org/
wp-content/uploads/Press_Release_4_23_20.pdf [accessed 2020-08-11]
Gover AR, Harper SB, Langton L. Anti-Asian hate crime during the COVID-19 pandemic: Exploring the reproduction of
inequality. Am J Crim Justice 2020 Jul 07:1-21 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1007/s12103-020-09545-1] [Medline: 32837171]
Mallin A, Margolin J. Homeland security warns terrorists may exploit COVID-19 pandemic. ABC News. 2020 Mar 24.
URL: https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/homeland-security-warns-terrorists-exploit-covid-19-pandemic/story?id=69770582
[accessed 2020-04-07]
Dhanani L, Franz B. Unexpected public health consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic: A national survey examining
anti-Asian attitudes in the USA. Int J Public Health 2020 Jul;65(6):747-754 [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1007/s00038-020-01440-0] [Medline: 32728852]
Misra S, Le PD, Goldmann E, Yang LH. Psychological impact of anti-Asian stigma due to the COVID-19 pandemic: A
call for research, practice, and policy responses. Psychol Trauma 2020 Jul;12(5):461-464. [doi: 10.1037/tra0000821]
[Medline: 32525390]
Covid-19 fueling anti-Asian racism and xenophobia worldwide. Human Rights Watch. 2020 May 12. URL: https://www.
hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-xenophobia-worldwide [accessed 2020-06-10]
Ellerbeck A. Over 30 percent of Americans have witnessed COVID-19 bias against Asians, poll says. NBC News. 2020
Apr 28. URL: https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/
over-30-americans-have-witnessed-covid-19-bias-against-asians-n1193901 [accessed 2020-06-10]
Croucher S, Nguyen T, Rahmani D. Prejudice toward Asian Americans in the Covid-19 pandemic: The effects of social
media use in the United States. Front. Commun 2020 Jun 12;5:39 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2020.00039]
Mental Health Fund. Crisis Text Line. 2020. URL: https://www.crisistextline.org/ [accessed 2020-06-10]
Reny TT, Barreto MA. Xenophobia in the time of pandemic: Othering, anti-Asian attitudes, and COVID-19. Politics,
Groups, and Identities 2020 May 28:1-24. [doi: 10.1080/21565503.2020.1769693]
Davidson T, Farquhar L. Prejudice and social media: Attitudes toward illegal immigrants, refugees, and transgender people.
In: Farris D, Compton D, Herrera A, editors. Gender, Sexuality and Race in the Digital Age. Cham: Springer; 2020:151-167.
Ziems C, He B, Soni S, Kumar S. Racism is a virus: Anti-Asian hate and counterhate in social media during the COVID-19
crisis. arXiv. Preprint posted online May 25, 2020 2020 [FREE Full text]
Yang C, Tsai J, Pan S. Discrimination and well-being among Asians/Asian Americans during COVID-19: The role of social
media. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw 2020 Aug 07 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1089/cyber.2020.0394] [Medline: 32762541]
Gerbner G, Gross L. Living with television: the violence profile. J Commun 1976;26(2):173-199. [doi:
10.1111/j.1460-2466.1976.tb01397.x] [Medline: 932235]
Oliver M, Ramasubramanian S, Kim J. Media and racism. In: Roskos-Ewoldsen DR, Monahan JL, editors. Communication
and Social Cognition: Theories and Methods. New York: Routledge; Mar 2007:273-294.
Bissell K, Parrott S. Prejudice: the role of the media in the development of social bias. J Commun Monogr 2013 Nov
18;15(4):219-270. [doi: 10.1177/1522637913504401]
Nairn R, Pega F, McCreanor T, Rankine J, Barnes A. Media, racism and public health psychology. J Health Psychol 2006
Mar;11(2):183-196. [doi: 10.1177/1359105306061179] [Medline: 16464918]
Williams DR, Mohammed SA. Discrimination and racial disparities in health: Evidence and needed research. J Behav Med
2009 Feb;32(1):20-47 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1007/s10865-008-9185-0] [Medline: 19030981]
Williams DR, Yan Yu, Jackson JS, Anderson NB. Racial differences in physical and mental health: Socio-economic status,
stress and discrimination. J Health Psychol 1997 Jul;2(3):335-351. [doi: 10.1177/135910539700200305] [Medline: 22013026]
Williams DR, Wyatt R. Racial bias in health care and health: Challenges and opportunities. JAMA 2015 Aug
11;314(6):555-556. [doi: 10.1001/jama.2015.9260] [Medline: 26262792]

http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 10
(page number not for citation purposes)

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH
26.

27.
28.

29.

30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

37.
38.
39.

Yu et al

Harnois CE, Bastos JL, Campbell ME, Keith VM. Measuring perceived mistreatment across diverse social groups: An
evaluation of the Everyday Discrimination Scale. Soc Sci Med 2019 Jul;232:298-306. [doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.05.011]
[Medline: 31121440]
Hauser D, Schwarz N. Attentive Turkers: MTurk participants perform better on online attention checks than do subject
pool participants. Behav Res Methods 2016 Mar;48(1):400-407. [doi: 10.3758/s13428-015-0578-z] [Medline: 25761395]
Li S, Feng B, Liao W, Pan W. Internet use, risk awareness, and demographic characteristics associated with engagement
in preventive behaviors and testing: Cross-sectional survey on COVID-19 in the United States. J Med Internet Res 2020
Jun 16;22(6):e19782 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/19782] [Medline: 32501801]
Park S, Boatwright B, Johnson Avery E. Information channel preference in health crisis: Exploring the roles of perceived
risk, preparedness, knowledge, and intent to follow directives. Public Relations Review 2019 Dec;45(5):101794. [doi:
10.1016/j.pubrev.2019.05.015]
Faul F, Erdfelder E, Buchner A, Lang A. Statistical power analyses using G*Power 3.1: Tests for correlation and regression
analyses. Behavior Research Methods 2009 Nov;41(4):1149-1160 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3758/brm.41.4.1149]
López G, Ruiz NG, Patten E. Key facts about Asian Americans, a diverse and growing population. Pew Research Center.
2017 Sep 8. URL: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/08/key-facts-about-asian-americans/ [accessed 2020-08-17]
Bontcheva K, Gorrell G, Wessels B. Social media and information overload: Survey results. arXiv. Preprint posted online
Jun 4, 2013 2020 [FREE Full text]
Mazur E, Richards L. Adolescents' and emerging adults' social networking online: Homophily or diversity? J Appl Dev
Psychol 2011 Jul;32(4):180-188. [doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2011.03.001]
Thelwall M. Homophily in MySpace. J Am Soc Inf Sci 2009 Feb;60(2):219-231. [doi: 10.1002/asi.20978]
Bakshy E, Messing S, Adamic LA. Exposure to ideologically diverse news and opinion on Facebook. Science 2015 Jun
05;348(6239):1130-1132. [doi: 10.1126/science.aaa1160] [Medline: 25953820]
Dijkstra M, Buijtels HE, van Raaij W. Separate and joint effects of medium type on consumer responses: a comparison of
television, print, and the Internet. Journal of Business Research 2005 Mar;58(3):377-386. [doi:
10.1016/s0148-2963(03)00105-x]
Jacoby J, Hoyer W, Zimmer M. To read, view, or listen? A cross-media comparison of comprehension. Current Issues and
Research in Advertising 1983;6(1):201-217 [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1080/01633392.1983.10505339]
Buchholz LM, Smith RE. The role of consumer involvement in determining cognitive response to broadcast advertising.
Journal of Advertising 1991 Mar;20(1):4-17. [doi: 10.1080/00913367.1991.10673202]
National Research Council. Measuring Racial Discrimination. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; 2004.

Abbreviations
IRB: institutional review board
MTurk: Mechanical Turk
SARS: severe acute respiratory syndrome

Edited by G Eysenbach; submitted 22.06.20; peer-reviewed by C Henderson, J Taber, S Pranic, D Ryckeghem; comments to author
15.07.20; revised version received 21.08.20; accepted 25.10.20; published 06.11.20
Please cite as:
Yu N, Pan S, Yang CC, Tsai JY
Exploring the Role of Media Sources on COVID-19–Related Discrimination Experiences and Concerns Among Asian People in the
United States: Cross-Sectional Survey Study
J Med Internet Res 2020;22(11):e21684
URL: http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/
doi: 10.2196/21684
PMID: 33108307

©Nan Yu, Shuya Pan, Chia-chen Yang, Jiun-Yi Tsai. Originally published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research
(http://www.jmir.org), 06.11.2020. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work, first published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research, is properly cited. The complete
bibliographic information, a link to the original publication on http://www.jmir.org/, as well as this copyright and license information
must be included.

http://www.jmir.org/2020/11/e21684/

XSL• FO
RenderX

J Med Internet Res 2020 | vol. 22 | iss. 11 | e21684 | p. 11
(page number not for citation purposes)

