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RESEARCH ARTICLE

COVID-19 anti-Asian racism, perceived burdensomeness, thwarted
belongingness, and suicidal ideation among Asian American Emerging
Adults

Brian TaeHyuk Keum and Michele J. Wong

Department of Social Welfare, University of California, Los Angeles, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a significant surge in COVID-19
related anti-Asian racism and hate crimes. Given the ostracising and dehumanising narrative of
COVID-19 related anti-Asian hate, we examined whether COVID-19 anti-Asian racism would be
associated with suicidal ideation through increased thwarted belongingness and perceived bur-
densomeness among Asian American emerging adults. With data from 139 participants
(Mage¼ 23.04), we conducted a path analysis of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism (four items) predict-
ing suicidal ideation (item nine; Patient Health Questionnaire-9) via perceived burdensomeness
and thwarted belongingness (Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire). COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
significantly predicted suicidal ideation. The indirect effect through perceived burdensomeness
was significant but not through thwarted belongingness; greater COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
was associated with greater perceived burdensomeness, which in turn was associated with
greater suicidal ideation. The significance of perceived burdensomeness was substantiated given
the non-significant direct effect. The results suggest that the ongoing COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism may be an alarming risk factor for suicidal ideation for Asian American emerging adults.
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COVID-19 anti-Asian racism and suicidal
ideation among Asian American Emerging
Adults: the role of perceived burdensomeness
and thwarted belongingness

Among Asian Americans, suicide deaths are most
prevalent for those in their emerging adulthood
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2019).
Emerging adulthood, often defined as ranging from
ages 18 to 29 (Arnett, 2000), is a critical and sensitive
transition period from late adolescence to adulthood
where exposure to adverse events can exacerbate the
risk of developing suicidal ideation, especially for
emerging adults without robust coping resources
(Nestor et al., 2022). Trends from the National
Violent Death Reporting System between 2018 and
2019 suggest that while age-adjusted suicide rates
decreased for White individuals, the rates increased
for Asian individuals (Ramchand et al., 2021).
Epidemiological data suggest that Asian Americans
tend to be ‘hidden ideators,’ as suicide deaths among

Asian Americans are often not precipitated by any
warning signs (e.g. reports of suicidal ideation; Chu
et al., 2018). Thus, they are likely to suffer in silence,
until they choose to act on their ideation. Given this
context, scholars have emphasised the culture-specific
risk factors of suicide (e.g. racial discrimination), as
well as proximal factors that prolong suicidal ideation
among Asian Americans (Chu et al., 2017).

Racism has been identified as a major risk factor
predicting thoughts of suicide among Asian American
college students (Keum et al., 2022; Wong et al.,
2011). Racism denigrates and invalidates racial minor-
ity individuals in the U.S. based on their racial/ethnic
group membership at multiple levels, including at the
individual (e.g. interpersonal racial discrimination),
cultural (e.g. White supremacy and cultural devalu-
ation of people of colour), and systemic levels (e.g.
policies and structures that disadvantage people of
colour systematically (Harrell, 2000). Both epidemio-
logical (Oh et al., 2020) and longitudinal (Wang et al.,
2021) studies have found significant associations
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between racial discrimination and suicide risk among
racial minority youths and adults. Importantly, schol-
ars have called for empirical attention to anti-Asian
racism as a distal risk factor that can trigger proximal
risk factors of suicidal ideation among Asian
Americans (Wong et al., 2011).

In conjunction, the emergence of COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism has significantly reinforced the anti-
Asian narrative in the current sociopolitical climate.
The World Health Organization (2020) alarmed the
world about increasing racist stereotyping and stigma
against Asian individuals due to the misinformation
about the COVID-19 outbreak. Nguyen et al. (2020)
conducted a social media sentiment analysis and
found that racist tweets against Asians increased by
68% from November 2019 to March 2020 when the
initial outbreak occurred. One study based on data
from a national online survey (Dhanani & Franz,
2020) found that 40% of the participants willingly
admitted that they would engage in at least one dis-
criminatory act towards Asian individuals. By June
2021, the Stop AAPI Hate Reporting Centre received
more than 9,000 hate crime cases across the U.S.
(Horse et al., 2021). Emerging U.S. national studies
have all found that Asian individuals experienced a
marked increase in anti-Asian racism rooted in pan-
demic-related anti-Asian sentiments and xenophobia
(Gover et al., 2020). Such hate has spread without
boundary, as studies have reported rampant and
ongoing COVID-19 anti-Asian racism in online set-
tings, workplaces, and schools, to name a few (Horse
et al., 2021; Saw et al., 2021). Inevitably, COVID-19
anti-Asian racism has been found to be associated
with a host of mental health issues including symp-
toms of depression, anxiety, stress, post-traumatic
stress disorder, substance use, and physical symptoms
(Keum & Choi, 2022; Saw et al., 2021).

Against this backdrop, the role of interpersonal
needs (Joiner, 2007) may be particularly important to
consider in understanding Asian Americans’ potential
suicidal ideation associated with COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism. Wong et al. (2011) suggest that anti-
Asian racism creates an unfulfilled interpersonal
expectation, reinforcing the message that Asian
Americans do not belong (thwarted belongingness) to
the mainstream, White-dominated society in the U.S.
and are a burden (perceived burdensomeness). Both
aspects are well-established concurrent proximal pre-
dictors of suicide risk (Chu et al., 2017). In the con-
text of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism, Asian American
emerging adults may be experiencing greater levels of
perceived burdensomeness and thwarted

belongingness given the racist and false narrative that
Asian Americans are to blame for starting the pan-
demic, spreading the virus, and bringing chaos to
society (Dhanani & Franz, 2020). Racial discrimin-
ation embodying these sentiments may exacerbate
racism-related vigilance and mistrust of others among
Asian Americans, amounting to unmet social needs
(thwarted belongingness) and feelings of social isola-
tion and rejection (Chae et al., 2021).

More importantly, COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
may also evoke significant feelings of perceived bur-
densomeness as it may unjustly shame Asian
Americans. Shame is why perceived burdensomeness
may be a particularly salient response among Asian
Americans who experience COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism. For some Asian individuals, perceiving that
they have brought shame to their close friends, family,
and their communities may amplify feelings of being
a burden to their loved ones and society. Shame may
induce self-negative internalisation and distress, par-
ticularly among Asian ethnic groups with strong col-
lectivistic values and norms within which Asian
Americans may engage in negative self-evaluations if
they perceive themselves to be falling short of their
family’s or society’s expectations (Wong et al., 2014).
The role of shame is important in the context of
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism, as Asian Americans
who experience racism feel excluded and ostracised
from the dominant White cultural norms in the U.S.
(Wong et al., 2011). For example, Keum and Choi
(2021) found that gendered racism significantly pre-
dicted depressive symptoms and problematic alcohol
use through shame which are outcomes comorbid
with suicidal ideation. Regarding suicide risk, Wong
et al. (2021) found that among suicide notes left by
Asian decedents, messages asking for forgiveness were
commonly observed suggesting that absolving feelings
of perceived burdensomeness may have been the
main motivator for suicide. Indeed, past studies have
found that perceived burdensomeness is a more
robust mediator than thwarted belongingness in
explaining the link between racism and suicidal idea-
tion (Hollingsworth et al., 2017; Keum et al., 2022;
Keum, 2023; Wong et al., 2021).

The present study

The ripple effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and
anti-Asian racism are likely to have a long-term
impact on Asian Americans’ mental health (Saw
et al., 2021). To engage in early prevention efforts, it
is imperative for researchers to acknowledge and
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understand the role that COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
may have on risky behavioural outcomes such as sui-
cidal ideation (Keum et al., 2022). Based on our
review and conceptualisation, we examined whether
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism can indirectly predict
suicidal ideation through thwarted belongingness and
perceived burdensomeness among Asian American
emerging adults. We conducted a path analysis to test
the direct effect of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism on
SI, and the indirect relationships through perceived
burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness (parallel
pathways; see Figure 1). We controlled for gender,
nativity, and education as they can affect the percep-
tion of racism and reports of suicidal ideation among
Asian Americans. Below were our hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: COVID-19 anti-Asian racism will sig-
nificantly predict suicidal ideation (Greater COVID-
19 anti-Asian racism -> Greater suicidal ideation).

Hypothesis 2: COVID-19 anti-Asian racism will sig-
nificantly predict suicidal ideation through perceived
burdensomeness (Greater COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism -> Greater perceived burdensomeness ->
Greater suicidal ideation).

Hypothesis 3: COVID-19 anti-Asian racism will sig-
nificantly predict suicidal ideation through thwarted
belongingness (Greater COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
-> Greater thwarted belongingness -> Greater sui-
cidal ideation).

Participants and procedure

Participant (N¼ 139; Mage¼ 23.04, SD¼ 2.13) demo-
graphics are presented in Table 1. The study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board (#21-

000543). Participants were recruited via Qualtrics Panel
Service who send surveys to a targeted population of
respondents across the nation to collect a representative
sample. Participants are recruited from various sources,
including website intercept recruitment, member refer-
rals, targeted email lists, gaming sites, customer loyalty
web portals, permission-based networks, social media,
etc. Participants were invited to participate in an online
survey consisting of study variable measures and demo-
graphic items. The inclusion criteria for the study were:
(1) between 18–29 years old, (2) self-identify as an Asian
American, and (3) live in the U.S. Informed consent
was provided and obtained from all participants. The
survey took 15 to 20minutes to complete and included
two attention check items (e.g. ‘Please choose always’).
All participants were compensated up to $10 in a for-
mat (e.g. cash, gift cards, rewards points, mileage points,
etc.) depending on the platform they were recruited
from.

Measures

COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
We used the COVID-19 racial discrimination items
that were adapted in Cheah et al. (2020). The authors
adapted 4 items from the Asian American Racism-
Related Stress Inventory to assess Asian Americans’
exposure to COVID-19 related racist messages and
behaviours. The items are: ‘Someone said something
negative about Asian people (e.g. their diet) related to
the COIVD-19 outbreak,’ ‘Someone said something
about avoiding places with Asian people because of
the COVID-19 outbreak,’ ‘Someone tried to avoid me
because I am Asian during the COVID-19 outbreak,’
‘I felt self-conscious in public because I was worried
about how others may think of me due to the

Figure 1. Hypothesised path model.

304 B. T. KEUM AND M. J. WONG



COVID-19 outbreak.’ Scores are summed up with
higher scores indicating greater exposure to COVID-
19 anti-Asian racism. Internal consistency was
adequate (a¼ .84 � .86) and the construct was sig-
nificantly associated with poorer mental health among
Chinese American families (Cheah et al., 2020).

Thwarted belongingness and perceived burdensomeness
The Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire-15 Van Orden
et al. (2012) was used to assess perceived burdensome-
ness and thwarted belongingness. Six items assess per-
ceived burdensomeness (e.g. ‘These days, I think I am a
burden on society’) and nine items assess thwarted
belongingness (e.g. ‘These days, I feel like I don’t
belong’). Items are rated on a seven-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 (not at all true for me) to 7 (very
true for me) with higher scores indicating higher levels
of both scales. The INQ-15 has demonstrated construct
validity and adequate reliability among racially diverse
samples (Van Orden et al., 2012) and has been used in
racial minority samples with good reliability (e.g.
Hollingsworth et al., 2017; Wong et al., 2011).

Suicidal ideation
We used item nine (‘I have thoughts of ending my life’)
of the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9; Kroenke
& Spitzer, 2002) to assess suicidal ideation. Participants
respond on a 4-point Likert-type scale (0 - not at all to
3 - nearly every day) about their recent suicidal ideation
(past 2weeks). Higher scores indicate a greater fre-
quency of suicidal ideation. Validity and measurement
invariance of PHQ-9 with racially diverse college stu-
dents has been supported (Keum et al., 2018).

Data analysis

A total of 139 individuals participated in the survey.
There were no missing data. We tested our

hypothesised parallel mediation model (Figure 1)
using path analysis in Mplus 8.7 (Muth�en & Muth�en,
2017) with maximum likelihood estimation with
robust standard errors. We specified COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism as the predictor, perceived burdensome-
ness (PB) and thwarted belongingness (TB) as parallel
mediators, and suicidal ideation (SI) as the dependent
variable. We controlled for gender, nativity, educa-
tion, and income satisfaction. We evaluated the model
fit using the Yuan-Bentler (YB) scaled v2 test and sev-
eral approximate fit indices (Hu & Bentler, 1999): (a)
the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA; close to < .08 for ‘acceptable’ fit); (b) the
comparative fit index (CFI; > .95 for ‘good’ fit); and
(c) the standardised root mean square residual
(SRMR; close to < .08 for ‘acceptable’ fit). To exam-
ine specific path coefficients and indirect (i.e. medi-
ation) effects, we followed best practices and adopted
the bootstrap method using 5,000 random samples.
We used 99% Confidence Intervals (CI) to assess the
statistical significance of the mediation effects where
CIs excluding 0 were deemed equivalent to p < .01.

Results

Bivariate correlations, internal reliability estimates,
and descriptive statistics are in Table 2. Using the cri-
teria that kurtosis and skewness between �2 and þ2
suggest univariate normality (George & Mallery,
2010) all the variables were considered to have a nor-
mal distribution.

Parallel mediation model

Our hypothesised parallel pathway fit the data well:
v2YB ¼ 9.901, df¼ 9, p¼ .36; RMSEA¼ .027 [.000, .101];
CFI¼ .99; SRMR¼ .04. Figure 2 lists the completely
standardised path coefficients and Table 3 lists the total

Table 1. Participant demographics (N¼ 139).
Variable Categories % (n) Variable Categories % (n) Variable Categories % (n)

Ethnicity Chinese 33 (46) Education Bachelor’s degree 45 (62) Nativity U.S. born 74 (103)
Indian 16 (23) High school diploma 14 (19) Foreign born 27 (36)
Filipino 11 (17) Some college 12 (16)
Vietnamese 11 (16) Associate degree 12 (17) Gender Woman 50 (70)
Japanese 9 (14) Master’s degree 10 (14) Man 50 (69)
Korean 7 (11) Doctoral degree 4 (5)
Thai 2 (4) Post-baccalaureate 2 (3)
Laotian 2 (3) Less than high school 1 (2)
Bangladeshi 2 (3) Other 1 (1)
Taiwanese 2 (3)
Hmong 1 (2) Income Just enough money 58 (81)
Singaporean 1 (2) Satisfaction Not enough money 25 (35)
Indonesian 1 (2) More than enough money
Cambodian 1 (1)
Other 1 (2)

Mean age was 23.04 (SD¼ 2.13). Percentages are approximate and may not equal 100.
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direct, total indirect, and specific indirect effects.
Overall, COVID-19 anti-Asian racism significantly pre-
dicted SI (standardised effect b¼ .481, 99% boot-
strapped CI¼ [.296, .666]). The total effect was
decomposed into a non-significant direct effect
(b¼ .179, 99% bootstrapped CI¼ [-.062, .420]) and a
significant total indirect effect through the hypothesised
mediators (standardised total indirect effect b¼ .302,
99% bootstrappedCI¼ [.148, .455]) that explained 63%
of the total effect. The indirect pathway from COVID-
19 anti-Asian racism to SI via PB was significant (stand-
ardised total indirect effect b¼ .292, 99% bootstrapped
CI¼ [.139, .446]). The indirect pathway from COVID-
19 anti-Asian racism to SI via TB was not significant

(standardised total indirect effect b¼ .009, 99% boot-
strapped CI¼ [-.036, .055]). Thus, COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism indirectly predicted SI through PB but not
via TB. The significance of the mediator was substanti-
ated given the non-significant direct effect. The model
accounted for 46% of the variance in SI.

Discussion

This study sought to test the role of COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism as a risk factor for suicidal ideation
among Asian Americans. Specifically, we examined
whether the link between COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism and suicidal ideation could be explained by

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of study variables.
Descriptives

Variables Min Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis a 1 2 3

1. COVID-19 AAR 4.00 24.00 10.19 5.30 .62 -.51 .88 –
2. PB 6.00 42.00 19.39 11.18 .31 .31 .95 .55��
3. TB 9.00 57.00 33.60 9.42 -.29 .30 .72 .24�� .22��
4. SI 0 3.00 1.02 1.07 1.15 .60 – .49�� .65�� .18��
COVID-19 AAR: COVID-19 anti-Asian racism; PB: Perceived Burdensomeness; TB: Thwarted Belongingness; SI: Suicidal ideation.��p< .01.

Figure 2. Estimated path model.
Note. �p< .05, ��p< .01, ���p< .001.

Table 3. Estimate of indirect effects from bootstrap analysis.
IV Mediator(s) DV Standardised Effect Estimate SE 95% Bootstrap CI

Total Effect
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism SI .481�� .07 [.296, .666]

Total Direct Effect
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism SI .179 .09 [-.062, .420]

Total Indirect Effect
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism SI .302�� .06 [.148, .455]

Specific Indirect Effect
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism ! PB ! SI .292�� .06 [.139, .446]
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism ! TB ! SI .009 .02 [-.036, .055]

PB: Perceived Burdensomeness; TB: Thwarted Belongingness; SI: Suicidal ideation. ��p< .01.
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perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belonging-
ness. Our findings indicated that greater COVID-19
anti-Asian racism coincides with an increased risk for
suicidal ideation among Asian Americans, supporting
our first hypothesis. Furthermore, this link was sig-
nificantly mediated via perceived burdensomeness,
supporting our second hypothesis. However, the
indirect pathway from COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
to suicidal ideation through thwarted belongingness
was not significant. These findings suggest that sui-
cidal ideation may be motivated by perceived burden-
someness, which may have particular salience for
Asian Americans prone to feeling shame related to
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism.

In line with prior studies, perceived burdensome-
ness was a significant proximal predictor of suicidal
ideation among Asian Americans (Chu et al., 2017;
Wong et al., 2011). As we alluded to, perceived bur-
densomeness may be particularly relevant given the
cultural relevance of shame in many Asian cultures
(Keum & Choi, 2021; Wong et al., 2021). COVID-19
anti-Asian racism that unjustly blames and dehuman-
ises Asian Americans for starting the pandemic likely
evoked feelings of being a burden to their community
and society. On the other hand, thwarted belonging-
ness was not a significant mediator. It may be that
feelings of not belonging in a White-dominated soci-
ety in the U.S. is already prevalent among Asian
Americans’ everyday experiences (i.e. perpetual for-
eigner stereotypes, invisibility), such that COVID-19
anti-Asian racism does not increase feelings of
thwarted belongingness beyond what they already
encounter (Gover et al., 2020; Wong et al., 2011).
Further, in response to the rise in anti-Asian hate
crimes, Asian American communities and families
may have increased their support to one another,
helping to strengthen their sense of belonging within
their community. Indeed, Lee and Waters (2021) find
that social support significantly buffered the effects of
discrimination on depressive symptoms for Asian
Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The current research adds to the growing body of
work examining the unique risks of COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism on suicidal ideation among Asian
Americans (Rudenstine et al., 2022; Zhou et al.,
2021). For example, COVID-19 related racial/ethnic
discrimination was associated with greater odds of
suicidal ideation, depression, anxiety, non-suicidal
self-injury, and binge drinking among Asian
American/Pacific Islander university students (Zhou
et al., 2021). Within the context of increased racial
discrimination and hate crimes targeting Asian

Americans in the U.S., Rudenstine et al. (2022) found
higher odds of suicidal ideation among Asian
American participants. These are an alarming set of
findings that position COVID-19 anti-Asian racism as
a threat to the welfare and livelihood of Asian
Americans.

Our findings suggest there may be period effects
for Asian Americans exposed to COVID-19 anti-
Asian racism (i.e. COVID-19 pandemic as a racialised
historical event that changes the nature of race rela-
tions and racial sentiment towards Asian Americans),
leading to disparities in life expectancy related to sui-
cide (Gee et al., 2012). Although the long-term conse-
quences of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism on Asian
Americans are still emerging, there is prior work
demonstrating period effects linked to historical
events such as 9/11 (Samari et al., 2018). A review by
Samari et al. (2018) of the public health implications
of Islamophobia and Muslim racialisation finds con-
sistent associations between Islamophobia and poor
mental health (e.g. psychological distress, depression),
suboptimal health behaviours (e.g. poor self-rated
health, chronic diseases), and reduced health care-
seeking behaviours (Samari et al., 2018). The COVID-
19 pandemic is likely a racialised historical event for
Asian Americans with long term consequences for
their health and life expectancy.

Limitations and future research

Despite the strengths of the current study, there are a
few noteworthy limitations. First, the cross-sectional
nature of the data limits our ability to determine any
causal implications of the results. Although there is
growing evidence that points to COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism as a significant precursor to developing sui-
cidal ideation (Rudenstine et al., 2022), and as a
robust mediator (Hollingsworth et al., 2017), future
studies should explore the temporal sequence of our
findings with longitudinal data. Second, the majority
of our sample was comprised of U.S.-born Asian
Americans with East Asian roots, which may limit the
generalisability of these findings beyond the major
identities represented in the sample. For instance,
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism has been linked to
President Donald Trump and his administration’s
public use of the terms ‘Chinese virus,’ ‘China virus’
and ‘Kung flu,’ which may increase experiences of
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism for Chinese and other
East Asians and could be perceived differentially for
those of South and Southeast Asian backgrounds
(Gover et al., 2020). Thus, future studies should
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incorporate a more representative sample to consider
the disparate impact of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism
among Asian ethnicities with various intersecting
identities. Third, although we used a measure of
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism that was adapted in a
previous study (Cheah et al., 2020), future studies
should consider developing and employing an original
COVID-19 anti-Asian racism that comprehensively
assesses the full breadth of the discrimination experi-
ence. Finally, despite the adequate utility of single
items in nationally representative studies (e.g.
Jackman et al., 2021), future research should employ
more rigorous measures of suicidality.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study demonstrates the need for
future research to examine perceived burdensomeness
as a significant motivator for suicidal ideation among
Asian Americans exposed to COVID-19 anti-Asian
racism. These findings motivate the further empirical
investigation of factors that may be more proximal to
evoking suicidal thoughts, such as COVID-19 racism-
related feelings of perceived burdensomeness. Further,
this research brings urgent attention to potential
COVID-19 pandemic-related period effects that will
continue to negatively impact Asian Americans’
health and life expectancy if policies and future men-
tal health interventions are not available to mitigate
the harmful effects of COVID-19 anti-Asian racism.
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