ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 12 June 2020
doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2020.00039

Prejudice Toward Asian Americans in
the Covid-19 Pandemic: The Effects
of Social Media Use in the
United States
Stephen M. Croucher*, Thao Nguyen and Diyako Rahmani
School of Communication, Journalism and Marketing, Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand

Edited by:
Rukhsana Ahmed,
University at Albany, United States
Reviewed by:
Yin Paradies,
Deakin University, Australia
Mark Walters,
University of Sussex, United Kingdom
*Correspondence:
Stephen M. Croucher
s.croucher@massey.ac.nz
Specialty section:
This article was submitted to
Health Communication,
a section of the journal
Frontiers in Communication
Received: 06 May 2020
Accepted: 22 May 2020
Published: 12 June 2020
Citation:
Croucher SM, Nguyen T and
Rahmani D (2020) Prejudice Toward
Asian Americans in the Covid-19
Pandemic: The Effects of Social Media
Use in the United States.
Front. Commun. 5:39.
doi: 10.3389/fcomm.2020.00039

The ongoing Covid-19 outbreak has brought increased incidents of racism,
discrimination, and violence against “Asians,” particularly in the United States, with
reports of hate crimes of over 100 per day. Since January 2020, many Asian Americans
have reported suffering racial slurs, wrongful workplace termination, being spat on,
physical violence, extreme physical distancing, etc., as media and government officials
increasingly stigmatize and blame Asians for the spread of Covid-19. The links with
social media are increasingly evident, as anti-Asian sentiment increases, with reports
of anti-Asian sentiment spreading and Asian-Americans fighting hate via social media.
Using integrated threat theory, this study explores the links between prejudice/hate
toward Asians-Americans, in particular Chinese, and social media use. Three key results
emerged from the study. First, the more a social media user believes their most used
daily social media is fair, accurate, presents the facts, and is concerned about the public
(social media believe), the more likely that user is to believe Chinese pose a realistic
and symbolic threat to America. Second, men and women significantly differed on each
type of prejudice, with men scoring higher on intergroup anxiety and women higher
on symbolic and realistic threat. Third, respondents who do not use social media on
a daily basis are less likely than those who use Facebook to perceive Chinese as a
symbolic threat. Implications and recommendations for practitioners, health workers and
government are proposed.
Keywords: prejudice, regression, social media, intergroup anxiety, integrated threat theory

Our world is confronting the novel coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic. As of May 2020, the World
Health Organization (2020) declared there are more than three million confirmed cases of Covid19 in 213 countries, areas and territories. The outbreak of Covid-19 has sent billions of people into
lockdown, health services into crises, and economies into turmoil worldwide.
While anxiety and fear about the pandemic have been widespread, racist incidents,
including hate crimes and Asian-focused racism, have also occurred, particularly in the
United States. The Asian population, the fastest growing ethnic group in the U.S. (Lopez
et al., 2017), has become targets of discrimination, harrassment, racial slurs, and physical
attacks. Negative attitudes and prejudice toward Asian Americans are trending upwards as more
and more Covid-19 cases and deaths are confirmed in the U.S. The FBI (Federal Bureau of
Investigation) also said that as Covid-19 grows, hate crimes against Asian Americans will more
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Asian community and are unlikely to stop (Aten, 2020). Such
posts have flamed anti-Asian sentiment, with acts of anti-Asian
violence in direct response to fears of Covid-19 being reported.
For example, a man in Texas attempted to kill an Asian-American
family including a 2-year-old and a 2-year-old in late March 2020
(Melendez, 2020). Such an attack represents a potential surge of
hate crimes toward Asian Americans amid the Covid-19 outbreak
in the U.S. (Margolin, 2020).
In contrast, social media platforms also deliver messages
to help counter prejudice/discrimination against the Asian
community. Social media firms like Twitter, Instagram, and
Facebook have all taken action. Their platforms have been used
to support those suffering from abuse. Campaigns such as posts
including hashtag #IAmNotAVirus have been promoted atop
user feeds on their sites (Mcguire, 2020). In general, depending
on different types of messages and distribution platforms, public’s
perceptions on social media vary, particularly in such crisis like
Covid-19 pandemic.
Prejudice and fear toward Asians have increased in the
U.S. during the Covid-19 pandemic. Drawing on prejudice
and intergroup contact research (Allport, 1954; Stephan and
Stephan, 2000; Croucher, 2013) First, such negative sentiments,
particularly via social media demonstrate how the dominant
cultural group (predominantly Caucasian) express their fears
and hatred toward Asians (a minority group) and a fear of
coming into contact with the virus. One explanatory reason for
anti-Asian attitudes is threat perception. Stephan and Stephan
(1996) in their integrated threat theory (ITT) proposed four
types of threat: realistic threats, symbolic threats, stereotypes, and
intergroup anxiety, may cause prejudice. Since then, these types
of threat have been a framework for understanding, explaining,
and predicting prejudice and negative attitudes toward minorities
(Croucher, 2013).

than likely increase as well (Margolin, 2020). This study explores
these negative attitudes toward Asian-Americans. Specifically,
this study explores how prejudice toward Asian-Americans
during the Covid-19 pandemic is related to social media use.
As of early 2020, many parts of the world have been in
physical isolation due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Due to physical
and social isolation, people increasingly rely on social media
platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter or Instagram, etc. to
facilitate human interactions and keep themselves up to date
with information. Also, authorities use situational information
to organize official Covid-19 related posts on their social
media platforms to popularize their response strategies to the
public (Li et al., 2020). For example, United Nation (2020)
statistics from April 8, 2020 state, there are 167 countries using
national portals and social media platforms to engage people
and provide vital information against Covid-19. Consequently,
social media plays a crucial role in the public’s perceptions
and significantly influences their communication during a crisis
(Schultz et al., 2011).
In recent years, social media platforms have been used as a tool
to express people’s reactions, thoughts and opinions on current
events (Chavez-Dueñas and Adames, 2018). However, according
to recent research, social media also creates a playground
for racism; and people of different races have experienced
discrimination online because of their race (appearance or accent
related) (Yang and Counts, 2018). Moreover, Relia et al. (2019)
have said the proportion of discrimination on social media
is strongly related to the number of hate crimes across 100
cities in the U.S. For instance, Trump’s presidential campaign
concentrated on Twitter usage and his tweets about Islamrelated topics have been correlated with hate crimes toward
Muslims (Müller and Schwarz, 2019). The findings of Müller
and Schwarz’s study (2019) stated social media accounts for the
spread of anti-Muslim hate crimes since the start of Trump’s 2016
presidential campaign.
People also use social media to oppose unfair treatment based
on race or to support anti-racism activism (Chavez-Dueñas
and Adames, 2018). Similarly, following the election of Barack
Obama, the first African American president in the U.S., in
2008, words like “post-racial” and “colorblind” became popular
in many social media outlets (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). These popular
words have suggested the historic election minimized the role
of race in the lives of many ethnic groups in the U.S. (López,
2009). In recent years, more and more people have used Twitter
as a platform to promote social and racial activism by creating
hashtags such as #BlackLivesMatter or #SayHerName (ChavezDueñas and Adames, 2018).
In the U.S., social media has become a means to either
discriminate against Asian Americans or to fight against
prejudice. Media outlets have been considered as one of the main
factors contributing to discrimination and xenophobia (Aten,
2020). Some media outlets have had misleading headlines such as
“Chinese virus pandemonium” or “China kids stay home” (Wen
et al., 2020). As of early April 2020, there have been around
72,000 posts with hashtag #WuhanVirus and 10,000 others with
hashtag #KungFlu on Instagram (Mcguire, 2020). In the U.S.,
across social media, posts like these have negatively impacted the
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INTEGRATED THREAT THEORY
Prejudice and discrimination do not have a single cause; instead,
they are the result of negative attitudes or beliefs of the ingroup toward out-group members (Allport, 1954). One of the
explanatory factors of these negative emotions or hostility is
threat perception. Stephan and Stephan (1993, 1996) stated
that when the in-group members believe their values or beliefs
are threatened by the out-group, negative attitudes emerge as
defensive mechanisms.
In line with Allport’s research on prejudice, Stephan and
Stephan (1993, 1996, 2000) developed integrated threat theory
(ITT). The theory includes four kinds of threat that explain
and predict negative attitudes toward minority groups: realistic
threats, symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety, and negative
stereotypes (Croucher, 2013). According to ITT, intergroup
feelings of threat and fear result in prejudice and discrimination
(Stephan and Stephan, 2000). The key to ITT is that threat does
not need to be real, the perception of threat is enough to lead
the ingroup (a dominant cultural group) to have and express
negative attitudes, prejudice, and hate toward an out-group (a
minority group).
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communication (Ishii et al., 2019). MRT bases media richness on
the availability of immediate feedback, multiple cues, language
variety, and personal focus. Later on, social information and
individual experiences were also added to the measures of media
richness (Ishii et al., 2019). Recent studies have expanded MRT
to social media and showed there is a valance variation in the
ability of social media to convey specific types of messages; for
example, the perceived media richness of Instagram was found to
be more related to young adults’ self-presentation via photos and
videos while on Facebook and Twitter it more relies on openness
in writing (longer or shorter) texts (Lee and Borah, 2020).
Social media is a platform often used to communicate
prejudice (Davidson and Farquhar, 2020). During the Covid19 pandemic in the U.S., prejudice, hatred, and other forms of
negative sentiments have been expressed on social media toward
Asian Americans, particularly Chinese Americans (Mcguire,
2020). Moreover, the extent to which these media vary in levels of
media richness differs. Thus, to understand the extent to which
during the Covid-19 pandemic in the U.S. that social media use
is related to prejudice toward Asian Americans, in particular
Chinese Americans the following research question is proposed:
RQ: During the Covid-19 pandemic in the United States,
to what extent does social media use predict prejudice toward
Chinese Americans?

Realistic threats are related to concerns posed by the outgroup to the in-group’s existence (Stephan and Stephan, 1996).
Realistic threats emphasize threats to welfare, political and
economic power, physical and material well-being of the ingroup and its members. Moreover, Stephan and Stephan (2000)
stated realistic threats lead to prejudice whether the threat is real
or not.
Symbolic threats describe concerns to the ingroup’s “way
of life,” which is different from “morals, values, standards,
beliefs and attitudes of the out-group (Stephan and Stephan,
1996). These threats occur when members of the ingroup feel
their “way of life” perceptions are threatened by the outgroup.
Perceived symbolic threats predict prejudice as perceptions of
cultural differences indirectly affect attitudes toward the outgroup (Spencer-Rodgers and McGovern, 2002).
Stephan and Stephan (2000) have argued intergroup anxiety
occurs when people feel personally threatened while having
intergroup interactions since they are worried about individually
negative outcomes. On the other hand, negative outcomes result
from the fear of embarrassment, rejection, or ridicule (Stephan
and Stephan, 2000). Islam and Hewstone (1993) argued when the
out-group has more advantages (perceived or real) than the ingroup, intergroup anxiety arises; and this is a result of dislike
toward the out-group members. Stephan and Stephan (1996)
have also argued intergroup anxiety directly causes negative
expressions toward out-group members.
Negative stereotypes are the in-group’s assumptions about the
out-group. These assumptions are implied threats to the in-group
because while having an interaction, the in-group members are
often afraid of negative effects (Croucher, 2017). For example,
if in-group members assume members of the out-group are
dishonest or aggressive, they will expect negative interactions
with them. Consequently, in-group members might dislike outgroup members (Stephan W. G. et al., 2000). The stereotypes
of the outgroup may consist of threats to the in-group when
the out-group does not meet the ingroup’s social or behavioral
expectations (Hamilton et al., 1990). Studies have shown that
negative stereotypes exist in social media (Levy et al., 2013), as
stereotypes about social groups are one form of media content
(Bissell and Parrott, 2013). Consequently, social media often
reinforce prejudice (Davidson and Farquhar, 2020).
The digital era is characterized by an unprecedented number
of media and the invention of new platforms available to both
professional journalists and the public. Also, raising digital
intergroup/intercultural contacts are increasingly affecting the
quantity and quality of intergroup dynamics such as prejudicial
messages disseminated via social media. The level of prejudice
in social media is linked to the selective exposure to media
and type of media content, and the resulting polarization,
described as the deepened tendency toward the chosen source
of media exposure (Davidson and Farquhar, 2020). However,
as different social platforms provide various content production
and distribution facilities, the quality of produced messages could
vary across these media, which could be explained by the notion
of media richness.
Media Richness Theory (MRT) posits that richness of
medium and equivocality of task influence the media chosen for
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METHOD
To answer the research question, we collected data in the U.S.
via an online survey with the assistance of Qualtrics, a research
firm. Online participant panels, such as Qualtrics have been
shown to be comparable in composition to other population in
prior research (Roulin, 2015; Troia and Graham, 2017). Qualtrics
provided a small amount of compensation to each respondent.
We included various quality checks (analysis of Means, and
Standard Deviations) that led to a final sample of 288. We
received ethical approval before data collection began. The survey
included a series of demographic questions, a measure of social
media use, and scales assessing integrated threat.

Participants
Participants for this study included 288 participants. Participants
not born in the U.S. were removed from the sample for final
analysis, leaving a final sample of 274 participants. Participants
not born in the U.S. were removed so that the sample only
included native born individuals to remove nation of birth as an
additional point of comparison. All participants were Caucasian
(White). Table 1 presents the full demographic information.

Measures
All surveys included demographic questions and the following
measures: Social Media use (Believe and Share Opinion) (Spencer
and Croucher, 2008), Measure of Intergroup Contact (Gonzalez
et al., 2008), Measure of Symbolic Threat (Stephan et al.,
1999), Measure of Realistic Threat (Stephan et al., 1999), and
the Intergroup Anxiety Scale (Stephan and Stephan, 1985).
See Table 2 for the means, standard deviations, correlations,
and alphas associated with the study variables. Confirmatory
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it is accurate, think it presents the facts, think it is concerned
about the public, represents their own opinion, and represents
their own opinion on Covid-19. In addition, one question asks
participants to identify the social media they use on a daily basis
and a final question asks the participants to identify their most
used daily social media. Reliabilities have ranged from 0.70 to 0.80
(Spencer and Croucher, 2008; Spencer et al., 2012).

TABLE 1 | Participant demographics.
Variable

n

18–19 years of age

25

20–29 years of age

72

30–39 years of age

50

40–49 years of age

46

50–59 years of age

33

60–69 years of age

33

70 years and older

15

Integrated Threat
Integrated threat was assessed using a Measure of Intergroup
Contact (Gonzalez et al., 2008), Measure of Symbolic Threat
(Stephan et al., 1999), Measure of Realistic Threat (Stephan et al.,
1999), and the Intergroup Anxiety Scale (Stephan and Stephan,
1985).

How many people the participant knows who with covid-19
None

163

1–3 people

82

4–6 people

21

7 or more people

8

Measure of Intergroup Contact
Four items from Gonzalez et al. (2008) measured intergroup
contact. The items were: “How many Chinese friends do you
have?” This item was rated from (1) none to (4) only Chinese
friends. The remaining three items were: “Do you have contact
with Chinese students or co-workers?” “Do you have contact
with Chinese in your neighborhood?” and “Do you have contact
with Chinese somewhere else, such as at a sports club or other
organization?” These items were rated from (1) never to (4) often.
The alpha for the scale was 0.70 in the Gonzalez et al. (2008) study
and has ranged from 0.75 to 0.90 in other research (Croucher,
2013; Croucher et al., 2013).

Sex
Male

81

Female

193

Political affiliation
Democrat

98

Republican

66

Independent

100

Other

10

Highest educational level
High school

105

2 year degree

52

4 year degree

74

Masters

31

Doctorate

12

Measure of Symbolic Threat
Three items measured symbolic threat (Stephan et al., 1999).
The items were: “American identity is threatened because there
are too many Chinese today,” “American norms and values
are threatened because of the presence of Chinese today,” and
“Chinese are a threat to American culture.” “Chinese” was used
as the target group for prejudice due to the high amount of social
media commentary directed toward “China,” “the Chinese” and
“Chinese Americans” in relation to Covid-19, as opposed to other
Asian groups. Responses ranged from (1) strongly disagree to
(5) strongly agree. A higher score indicated a stronger feeling of
threat. The scale has shown high reliability in previous research,
0.89 (Gonzalez et al., 2008) and 0.85 to 0.90 (Croucher, 2013;
Croucher et al., 2013).

Most used social media
Twitter

14

Facebook

125

Instagram

37

Youtube

12

TV

11

None

41

Snapchat

15

Other

19

factor analysis (CFA) was performed to ensure the validity and
reliability of the study constructs. CFA using social media belief
and social media share opinion showed acceptable fit: χ2(17)
= 37.71, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.99, SRMR = 0.02, RMSEA =
0.07, PClose = 0.17 (Hu and Bentler, 1999). CFA using contact,
symbolic threat, realistic threat and intergroup anxiety also
showed excellent fit: χ2(112) = 231.57, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.97,
SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA = 0.06, PClose = 0.05.

Measure of Realistic Threat
The measure of realistic threat included three statements that
assessed the effects of Chinese on the economic situation in
the U.S. The statements included: “Because of the presence
of Chinese, Americans have more difficulties finding a job,”
“Because of the presence of Chinese, Americans have more
difficulties finding a house,” and “Because of the presence of
Chinese, unemployment will increase.” Responses ranged from
(1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. Higher scores indicate
more threat. This scale has also shown reliability, 0.80 (Gonzalez
et al., 2008) and 0.82 to 0.86 (Croucher, 2013).

Social Media Use
Social media use was measured using eight Likert-type questions
from Spencer and Croucher (2008). The eight items make up
two factors: Believe the Media and Share its Opinion. The items
measure a participant’s perception of their most used daily social
media in terms of: how much they believe it, think it is fair, think
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Intergroup Anxiety Scale
Stephan and Stephan’s (1985) 10-item semantic differential
Intergroup Anxiety Scale assessed the extent to which
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TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviation, reliability coefficients, and correlations.
Variable

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

M

SD

α

(1) Social media belief

4.47

1.53

0.93

–

(2) Social media share opinion

4.32

1.50

0.93

0.85**

–

(3) Intergroup contact

1.94

0.83

0.79

0.01

0.01

–

(4) Symbolic threat

3.78

1.13

0.90

0.15**

0.07

0.16*

–

(5) Realistic threat

3.85

1.14

0.94

0.16**

0.07

0.14*

0.82**

–

(6) Intergroup anxiety

3.74

2.26

0.89

−0.07

−0.02

−0.09

−0.52**

−0.48**

(6)

–

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

0.13). This model was not a significant improvement over model
2 (1F =0.06, p = ns). In model 4, most used daily social media,
social media belief, and social media share opinion were entered
(R2 = 0.24). This model was a significant improvement over
model 3 (1F = 4.34, p < 0.01). In model 5, cross-product terms
for most used daily social media and social media belief, and most
used social media and social media share opinion were entered
(R2 = 0.27). This model was not a significant improvement
over model 4 (1F = 0.61, p = ns). As model 4 had the most
significant explanatory power of the models, it was retained
for the final analysis. As Table 3 reveals, various independent
variables predict symbolic threat. Sex was a significant predictor
of symbolic threat (b = −0.13, p < 0.05), with males scoring
lower on symbolic threat than female respondents. Democrats
(b = 0.21, p < 0.01) scored higher on symbolic threat than
Republicans. Individuals who reported not using social media
on a daily basis scored significantly lower on symbolic threat (b
= −0.22, p < 0.01) than those who identify Facebook as their
most used daily social media. Finally, there is a significant positive
relationship between symbolic threat and the extent to which an
individual believes their most used daily social media score (b =
0.37, p < 0.01).
For realistic threat (Table 4), in model 1, sex, education,
and political affiliation were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.11).
In model 2, intergroup contact and the number of individuals
known with Covid-19 were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.14). The
nested F statistic comparing model 1 and model 2 was significant
(1F = 4.62, p < 0.01). In model 3, a cross-product for intergroup
contact and individuals known with Covid-19 was entered (R2 =
0.14). This model was not a significant improvement over model
2 (1F = 0.97, p = ns). In model 4, most used daily social media,
social media belief, and social media share opinion were entered
(R2 = 0.24). This model was a significant improvement over
model 3 (1F = 3.43, p < 0.01). In model 5, cross-product terms
for most used daily social media and social media belief, and most
used social media and social media share opinion were entered
(R2 = 0.27). This model was not a significant improvement
over model 4 (1F = 0.87, p = ns). As model 4 had the most
significant explanatory power of the models, it was retained
for the final analysis. As Table 4 reveals, various independent
variables predict realistic threat. Sex was a significant predictor
of realistic threat (b = −0.19, p < 0.01), with males scoring
lower on realistic threat than female respondents. There is a
significant positive relationship between realistic threat and the

respondents have an affective/emotional response to interacting
with outgroup members in an ambiguous situation. The items
are rated on a 10-point scale from 1 not at all to 10 extremely.
Reliabilities have ranged from 0.86 (Stephan and Stephan, 1985)
to 0.91 (Hopkins and Shook, 2017).

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
To answer the research question, three multiple regressions
were constructed using symbolic threat, realistic threat, and
intergroup anxiety as the criterion variables. The following
predictor variables were included in each multiple regression:
intergroup contact, social media belief, social media share
opinion, sex, political affiliation, educational level, number of
people the participant knows with Covid-19, and most used
daily social media outlet. Research has shown sex, political
affiliation, and education differ in attitudes toward out-group
members. For example, research has shown women have
more implicit racial prejudice toward minorities than men
because women are more concerned about crime threats from
out-group members (Valentova and Alieva, 2013). Political
affiliation also predicts attitudes toward immigrants (Hawley,
2011). Meeusen et al. (2017) said prejudice against immigrants
differ in political parties; thus, it also affects voters in diverse
ways. Furthermore, education has a strong effect on prejudice
(Carvacho et al., 2013). Hello et al. (2002) stated varied
levels of education have different influences on prejudice,
with more educated individuals showing lower levels of
prejudice. Dummy variables were therefore created for political
affiliation, and most used daily social media outlet. Crossproduce terms were generated to test for interaction effects.
Interaction effects were tested using a hierarchical regression
analysis (Pedhazur, 1997).
Multiple hierarchical regression modeling was used to test
the research question. For each multiple regression, five models
were created. The regression results are presented in Tables 3–
5. For symbolic threat (Table 3), in model 1, sex, education,
and political affiliation were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.09).
In model 2, intergroup contact and the number of individuals
known with Covid-19 were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.13). The
nested F statistic comparing model 1 and model 2 was significant
(1F = 4.86, p < 0.01). In model 3, a cross-product for intergroup
contact and individuals known with Covid-19 was entered (R2 =
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TABLE 3 | Regression model for symbolic threat.
Regressor
Intercept

Model 1

Model 2
3.99

3.91

Sex

−0.16**

−0.15

−0.15

Independents

−0.04

−0.02

−0.02

Democrats

4.26

Model 3

0.20

0.21**

0.21**

Model 4

Model 5

3.49

3.58

−0.13*

−0.14*

0.03

0.02

0.21**

0.21**

Others

−0.07

−0.07

−0.07

−0.01

0.02

Education

−0.04

−0.06

−0.06

−0.06

−0.05

Intergroup contact

0.18**

People known with Covid-19

−0.10

Intergroup contact*people known with Covid

0.21

0.25

0.26

−0.07

−0.04

−0.04

−0.11

−0.11

Twitter

−0.07

−0.06

−0.23

Instagram

−0.02

0.01

0.04

−0.01

Youtube
TV

−0.02

None

−0.22**

Snapchat
Other
Social media belief

0.11

0.25

−0.15

−0.25

0.37**

Social media share opinion

0.34
−0.25

−0.27

0.17
−0.09

Twitter* social media belief

0.78

Instagram* social media belief

0.37

Youtube* social media belief

0.15

TV* social media belief

0.36

None* social media belief

0.17

Snapchat* social media belief

−0.15

Other* social media belief

0.59*

Twitter * social media share opinion

−0.59

Instagram* social media share opinion

−0.49

Youtube* social media share opinion

−0.10

TV* social media share opinion

0.01

None* social media share opinion

−0.14

Snapchat* social media share opinion

0.01

Other* social media share opinion
F

−0.48
5.57**

1F

5.48**

4.79

4.80**

4.86**

0.06

4.34**

2.85**
0.61

R2

0.09

0.13

0.13

0.24

0.27

R2adj

0.08

0.10

0.10

0.19

0.17

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

entered (R2 = 0.16). This model was a significant improvement
over model 3 (1F = 1.42, p = ns). In model 5, cross-product
terms for most used daily social media and social media belief,
and most used social media and social media share opinion
were entered (R2 = 0.18). This model was not a significant
improvement over model 4 (1F = 0.62, p = ns). As model
2 had the most significant explanatory power of the models,
it was retained for the final analysis. As Table 5 reveals, sex
and intergroup contact predicted intergroup anxiety. Sex was a
significant predictor of intergroup anxiety (b = 0.25, p < 0.01),
with males scoring higher on intergroup anxiety than female
respondents. Finally, there is a significant negative relationship
between intergroup anxiety and intergroup contact (b = −0.13,
p < 0.05).

extent to which an individual believes their most used daily social
media score (b = 0.38, p < 0.01), and a negative relationship
between realistic threat and sharing opinions with social media
(b = −0.28, p < 0.01).
For intergroup anxiety (Table 5), in model 1, sex, education,
and political affiliation were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.09).
In model 2, intergroup contact and the number of individuals
known with Covid-19 were entered as predictors (R2 = 0.11). The
nested F statistic comparing model 1 and model 2 was significant
(1F = 2.73, p < 0.05). In model 3, a cross-product for intergroup
contact and individuals known with Covid-19 was entered (R2
= 0.11). This model was not a significant improvement over
model 2 (1F = 1.46, p = ns). In model 4, most used daily social
media, social media belief, and social media share opinion were
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TABLE 4 | Regression model for realistic threat.
Regressor
Intercept

Model 1

Model 2

4.38

4.23

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

4.57

4.57

4.35

Sex

−0.22**

−0.21

−0.21**

−0.19**

−0.20**

Independents

−0.05

−0.03

−0.03

−0.01

−0.02

Democrats

0.16

0.18

0.19

0.18

0.18

Education

0.04

0.04

0.40

0.04

0.04*

Intergroup contact

0.15

0.03

0.07

0.08

People known with Covid-19

0.08

−0.29

−2.81

−0.31

0.20

0.20

Twitter

Intergroup contact*people known with Covid

−0.07

−0.26

Instagram

−0.05

0.08

0.07

−0.13

−0.23

Youtube
TV

−0.01

0.34

None

−0.14

−0.17

Snapchat
Other
Social media belief

0.04

0.12

−0.19

−0.32

0.38**

Social media share opinion

−0.28*

0.28
−0.21

Twitter* social media belief

0.69

Instagram* social media belief

0.06

Youtube* social media belief

0.40

TV* social media belief

−0.57

None* social media belief

−0.10

Snapchat* social media belief

−0.45

Other* social media belief

0.57

Twitter * social media share opinion

−0.48

Instagram* social media share opinion

−0.20

Youtube* social media share opinion

−0.18

TV* social media share opinion

0.23

None* social media share opinion

0.13

Snapchat* social media share opinion

0.36

Other* social media share opinion

0.43
6.65**

6.20**
4.62*

0.97

3.43**

0.87

R2

0.11

0.14

0.14

0.24

0.27

R2adj

0.09

0.12

0.12

0.19

0.18

F
1F

4.64**

2.92**

less similar opinion higher threat. Democrats scored higher
on symbolic threat than Republicans on symbolic threat, while
political affiliation had no effect on other types of prejudice. Men
and women significantly differed on each type of prejudice, with
men scoring higher on intergroup anxiety and women higher on
symbolic and realistic threat.

In sum, social media’s predictive influence on prejudice is
mixed. Social media had no statistical effects on intergroup
anxiety. Intergroup contact had a negative effect on intergroup
anxiety. However, the more a social media user believes their
most used daily social media is fair, accurate, presents the facts,
and is concerned about the public (social media belief), the
more likely that user is to believe Chinese Americans pose
a realistic and symbolic threat. In addition, respondents who
do not use social media on a daily basis are less likely than
those who use Facebook to perceive Chinese Americans as a
symbolic threat. Interestingly, there is a negative relationship
between the extent to which a respondent shares their opinions
with social media outlets and realistic threat. Essentially, there
is an inverse relationship between sharing opinions with social
media and realistic threat: more similar opinion lower threat,
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5.55**

DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which
social media use predicts prejudice toward Chinese Americans
during the Covid-19 pandemic in the United States. Three
general conclusions emerged from the data. First, results
revealed sex plays a significant role in predicting realistic threats
and intergroup anxiety among Americans toward out-group

7

June 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 39

Croucher et al.

Covid-19 Prejudice

TABLE 5 | Regression model for intergroup anxiety.
Regressor

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Intercept

1.60

1.95

2.78

3.56

Sex

0.26**

0.25**

0.25**

0.25**

0.27**

Independents

0.80

0.07

0.07

0.06

0.05

−0.01

−0.03

−0.03

−0.02

−0.05

0.09

0.10

0.10

0.96

0.09

−0.13*

−2.81*

−0.33*

−0.33*

0.09

−0.10

−0.14

−0.12

0.28

0.35

0.35

−0.02

−0.11

Democrats
Education
Intergroup contact
People known with Covid-19
Intergroup contact*people known with Covid
Twitter
Instagram

3.58

0.02

−0.16

−0.08

−0.11

TV

0.05

1.06

None

0.05

0.14

−0.10

0.04

Youtube

Snapchat
Other
Social media belief
Social media share opinion

0.01

−0.09

−0.27*

−0.13

0.19

Twitter* social media belief

0.17
0.17

Instagram* social media belief

−0.17

Youtube* social media belief

−0.75

TV* social media belief

0.02

None* social media belief

−0.29

Snapchat* social media belief

−0.40

Other* social media belief

−0.35

Twitter* social media share opinion

−0.07

Instagram* social media share opinion

0.35

Youtube* social media share opinion

0.78

TV* social media share opinion

−0.60

None* social media share opinion

0.19

Snapchat* social media share opinion

0.26

Other* social media share opinion

0.46
5.30**

4.62**
2.73*

1.46

1.42

0.62

R2

0.09

0.11

0.11

0.16

0.18

R2adj

0.07

0.09

0.09

0.10

0.08

F
1F

2.77**

1.77*

intergroup anxiety is a powerful and consistent predictor of
prejudice against ethnic groups (Stephan et al., 1998). Together,
these results show women tend toward more cognitive fears
of Chinese Americans (realistic and symbolic) while men tend
to have more affective fears (intergroup anxiety) of Chinese
Americans, at least during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Second, social media belief or sharing of opinions was
not related to intergroup anxiety. There is debate over the
conceptualization of intergroup anxiety as a predictor of negative
attitudes. Riek et al. (2006), in their meta-analysis showed how
researchers increasingly replace intergroup anxiety with group
self-esteem. Moreover, more and more ITT researchers have
reduced the original four ITT threats (realistic threat, symbolic
threat, intergroup anxiety and negative stereotypes) to only
realistic and symbolic threats (Stephan and Renfro, 2002; Stephan
et al., 2009; Nshom and Croucher, 2017, 2018). Thus, while the

members (in this case, Chinese Americans). Women feel more
threatened than men as they are more likely to believe the
presence of Chinese Americans has a negative influence on their
welfare, political and economic power, physical and material
well-being such as difficulties finding a job or a house and
increases unemployment. Even if the threat is not real, ingroup members have prejudicial attitudes to out-group members
(Stephan and Stephan, 2000). Maddux et al. (2008) asserted
realistic threats account for prejudice and negative emotions
toward ethnic groups. Men have more intergroup anxiety than
women, as they personally perceive more threats when having
intergroup interactions. This is a clear indicator that men feel
more awkward, irritated, suspicious, anxious, defensive, and selfconscious while having communicative interactions with Chinese
Americans. Such feelings directly cause negative expressions
toward out-group members (Stephan and Stephan, 1996). Also,
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distressing for males and Stephan C. W. et al. (2000) mentioned
that as most American women have accepted inevitability of male
economic and political hegemony, they do not perceive males to
be a realistic threat. Higher levels of intergroup anxiety can be
related to the individual nature of this threat compared realistic
and symbolic threat. This is in line with previous studies that
showed perception of threat about transgender individuals, males
showed more hostile sexism while for female the same process
included more internalized and personal hatred or hostility (Rye
et al., 2019).
Fifth, the results showed that those respondents who identified
as Democrats reported higher levels of symbolic threat from
Chinese Americans. Essentially, this result shows that Democrats,
as opposed to Republicans see Chinese Americans as posing a
higher risk to the U.S. cultural way of life. This result is counter
to previous work on political affiliation and prejudice (Hawley,
2011; Meeusen et al., 2017). This result is also counter to the work
of Gries and Crowson (2010) who explored American prejudice
toward China and found Democrats have lower prejudice
than Conservatives. While the results of the current study are
statistically significant, further research should be conducted to
validate this finding in different samples to ascertain whether
during a crisis (such as a pandemic) political merging or shifts
of values/ideas could take place toward an outgroup.

construct of intergroup anxiety still relates to the other ITT
constructs (realistic and symbolic threat and intergroup contact)
in this study, it is possible that intergroup anxiety is not the
most applicable construct to link with social media use. As
social media has been extensively linked to the promotion of
self-esteem (Blachnio et al., 2016; Hawi and Samaha, 2017), a
more practical way to measure the relationship between social
media and “anxiety” could be to explore group self-esteem as a
substitute for intergroup anxiety. Exploring how social media use
influences one’s self-esteem during a pandemic might provide a
more nuanced and fruitful understanding of how threats to selfesteem are impacted by perceived threats from potential virus
carriers or those blamed for carrying the virus in the media.
Third, the distinction between intergroup anxiety and other
threat factors in ITT is also evident in the relationship between
belief in social media, and media representation of one’s opinion
and ITT. The study showed that higher levels of believing one’s
preferred social media predicts increased symbolic and realistic
threat and decreased intergroup anxiety. The impact of belief
in social media on symbolic and realistic threats could reflect
social media content during the COVID-19 pandemic, in which
resentment about the outcome of COVID-19 is associated with
higher levels of prejudice toward the outgroup perceived to be
responsible for the virus. This is in line with social identity
theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), which indicates that group
identification is based on maximizing the positive aspects of
ingroup and negative aspects of the outgroup. The maximization
of the negative aspects of the outgroup during the Covid-19
pandemic, Chinese Americans, has caused an increase in how
the symbolic (i.e., the new lifestyle and social relationships and
distancing), and unpleasant realistic aspects of the virus (i.e.,
economic hardship, unemployment and stockpiling) are ascribed
and perceived. Sharing opinions with a preferred social media,
however, had a negative impact on realistic threat and no impact
on symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety. Based on spiral-ofsilence (Noelle-Neumann, 1993), a lower level of being exposed
to one’s opinion in the media increases the perception that one is
in the minority position, which can decrease one’s self-esteem in
dealing with intergroup situations, especially realistic situations
that have more immediate economic effects. Both media belief
and sharing opinions showed a distinctive effect on intergroup
anxiety, which could be related to the varied nature of intergroup
anxiety, which functions at the individual level compared to
the other ITT factors which define threat at the group level
(Rahmani, 2017). While believing and relating to media message
were related to the one of some forms of integrated threat, the
study found no difference among the various type of media in
perceiving intergroup threat. This could be related to the similar
content of the social media, as the main media for most of the
participant, which provide a platform for the various mass media
to disseminate their content.
Fourth, the study showed men have more intergroup anxiety
while their realistic and symbolic threat levels are lower. This
finding could be related to higher position of males in the more
patriarchal American society where males perceive to lose more
should the status quo change. Rye et al. (2019) used the same
stance to explain the why threat to gender norms could be more
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FUTURE RESEARCH AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
Research has demonstrated that stereotypes are perpetuated on
social media and that social media often reinforce prejudice
(Bissell and Parrott, 2013; Levy et al., 2013; Davidson and
Farquhar, 2020). The findings from this study provide further
evidence that social media use reinforces the elements of
intergroup threat which could lead to prejudice. Specifically,
during the Covid-19 pandemic in the U.S., the more an individual
believes their most used daily social media is fair, accurate,
presents the facts, and is concerned about the public (social
media belief), the more that person sees Chinese Americans
as a realistic and symbolic threat. Further research can reveal
the extend of media use impact on prejudice. Also, to better
understand this relationship, it is important for future research
to look at how Chinese Americans and other groups have
been framed/portrayed on social media. In depth analyses of
these messages could facilitate a critical awareness of how
social media messages have introduced or reinforced blame
for realistic and symbolic threats from Chinese Americans
for Covid-19.
As the world continues to grapple with Covid-19, instances
of prejudice and blaming minorities for the spread of the virus
outside of the U.S. should be examined and compared. As of
May 6, 2020, there were a total of 3,656,644 global confirmed
Covid-19 cases, with 1,202,246 of those in the U.S. (Johns
Hopkins University Covid-19 Dashboard, 2020); the reaming
cases were from around the globe. While the current study
explores how prejudice toward Chinese Americans during the
Covid-19 pandemic is related to social media use in the U.S.,
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“China” or “Chinese culture,” etc. Therefore, the results should
be interpreted with caution, knowing that the term, “Chinese” in
the measure could have caused some confusion.
This study is one of the first attempts to examine the extent
to which social media use predicts prejudice toward a minority
group (Chinese Americans) blamed for the spread of a virus
(Covid-19). The results reveal social media use has a significant
influence on prejudice toward Chinese Americans. The more a
social media user believes their most used daily social media,
the more they believe Chinese Americans are a realistic and
symbolic threat to the U.S. With cases of Covid-19 continuing to
increase globally, so does prejudice, racism, and violence against
those individuals and/or groups who are blamed for carrying and
spreading the virus. Vince (2020) argued that our tribal culture
influences how we see the world more than facts. She added that
Americans tend to adopt the opinions of their tribal elites, often
political leaders and celebrities. These opinions once shared via
social media are deemed fact. As Covid-19 grips the U.S., the
nation with the highest numbers of cases in the world as of May
2020, it’s critical we understand not only the human but also
the social costs of the virus to have any chance at slowing and
stopping its spread.

prejudice toward other groups in other nations has grown
dramatically (Muzi, 2020; Serhan and McLaughlin, 2020; Sim
et al., 2020). As the virus spreads around the world, so has
prejudice, xenophobia, and racism. To better defend against and
rebuild from the virus it is essential we understand how societies
are socially responding to the virus. To what extent are societies
and cultural groups blaming each other for its spread? To what
extent is social media being used to unite or divide against Covid19? What is the social cost of Covid-19? Such questions are crucial
to our Covid-19 response and must be discussed.
Knowing what we know about social media’s influence
on prejudice during the Covid-19 pandemic, we propose
governments and health care industries use social media to
combat Covid-19 prejudice. While many governments (like New
Zealand, Australia, Canada, Finland, etc.) have developed wellorganized campaigns (television, radio, and social media) to
educate their populations on the risks of Covid-19, prevention,
governmental steps and actions, such campaigns should do
more to explicitly combat Covid-19 prejudice and racism. Such
campaigns should respond to prejudicial and racist incidents
by directly discussing the social cost of Covid-19 prejudice
and racism. Moreover, while many nations remain in different
levels of lockdown and adjust to social distancing, health
practitioners could use social media to explore new techniques
to communicate ways to reduce transmission of Covid-19.
Governments have already been using social media to encourage
social distancing and to promote better health practices, through
social media health practitioners can continue these practices.
This study has two limitations. First, as this study is a
cross-sectional study it does not show causality. The study
cannot demonstrate that social media causes prejudice, only that
there is a correlation between social media use and prejudice.
Future research should be conducted using longitudinal and/or
experimental designs to examine potential causal relationships
between social media use and prejudice. Second, the integrated
threat items used the term “Chinese” to identify the target
group for participants. It is possible that this term might have
confused participants in that participants may have answered
questions in terms of “Chinese Americans,” “the Chinese,”
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