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Letter to the Editor 

Perceived discrimination and mental health among the Chinese diaspora during COVID-19 

The novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has had a major 
impact on people’s mental well-being. During this public health crisis, 
the Chinese diaspora is likely to be among the more distressed popula
tion, subjected to rising racial discrimination presenting as social 
avoidance or rejection, verbal abuse, and physical violence, which could 
exacerbate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their mental 
health, undermine pandemic control efforts and affect the globalized 
society profoundly. Therefore, there is an urgent need for prompt 
research and interventions regarding the mental health issues (namely, 
anxiety and depression) among the Chinese diaspora during the COVID- 
19 pandemic and its association with discrimination. 

The present work was done during the initial escalating phase of 
COVID-19 pandemic, which was a critical time point in the change of 
attitude towards ethnical minorities, such as Chinese. The current cross- 
sectional online survey was carried out using a combination of snowball 
and random sampling through social media and email lists, to collect 
samples of Chinese descent who resided in a country outside of mainland 
China during the survey period from all continents (except for 
Antarctica) between April 22nd and May 9th, 2020. Perceived 
discrimination, anxiety and depressive symptoms were collected using 
the modified Everyday Discrimination Scale (EDS) (Short Version) 
(Sternthal et al., 2011) (Cronbach’s α=0.77; KMO= 0.856), 2-item 
Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-2) (Kroenke et al., 2007) 
(Cronbach’s α=0.830) and the Patient Health Questionnaire-2 (PHQ-2) 
(Kroenke et al., 2003) (Cronbach’s α=0.753). Additionally, sample’s 
socio-demographic information (gender, age, place of residence, 
educational level, employment, marital, and immigration status, accul
turation level by language use and interpersonal adjustment), and par
ticipants were assigned a 0–100 stringency index on April 22nd 
calculated by the Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker 
(OxCGRT) (Hale et al., 2020) corresponding to the policy stringency in 
their country of residence, which quantified government responses 
including stay-at-home requirements and policies limiting daily activ
ities. The procedure was approved by the ethics committee of Wenzhou 
Medical University. 

705 valid questionnaire responses were analyzed using SPSS 22.0. 
Participants who scored 0, 1–5, and 6 or higher in EDS represent 
“never”, “mild discrimination”, and “high discrimination” groups, 
respectively (Chau et al., 2018). We measured respondents’ level of 
anxiety and depression using GAD-2 and PHQ-2, and separate scale 
scores of 3 or greater are diagnostic of likely anxiety or depression (Lowe 
et al., 2010). Multivariable logistic regression analysis were performed 
with all independent socio-demographic variables or any variable hav
ing a statistical significance at some arbitrary level of the previous 
univariate test (P<0.25) (Bursac et al., 2008). The goodness of fit of 
regression models was assessed by Hosmer-Lemeshow test. Subse
quently, results yielded by a better-fitted model were adopted. The 

significance level was set at p< 0.05. 
Among respondents, 52.3 % were males, 46.0 % were aged 18–25 

years, 78.0 % of them had received some post-secondary education, 52.9 
% were single, 36.5 % were married or living with a partner, 41.7 % 
were students, and 29.4 % were employed full-time. Of all respondents, 
30.8 % were living in the U.S., 25.8 % were living in Spain. The rest were 
from Japan, the U.K., Australia, etc., totaling 35 countries across all 
continents (except for Antarctica). 82.6 % (45.8 %, mild; 36.7 %, high) 
of participants reported they have encountered some form of discrimi
nation in everyday life since the COVID-19 outbreak, which was a higher 
rate than that prior to the outbreak (Chau et al., 2018). Also, the findings 
suggested 29.8 % and 25.5 % of participants were likely to have anxiety 
and depressive disorders, which was significantly more prevalent when 
compared with rates in Chinese Americans prior to the pandemic (Zhang 
et al., 2013). When better-fitted multivariate logistic models were 
adopted (“Anxiety” regression model with all independent 
socio-demographic variables and perceived discrimination; “Depres
sion” regression model with educational level, preferred language use, 
friends in country of residence and perceived discrimination), partici
pants in the “high” discrimination group were approximately 5 times 
more likely to have anxiety disorder (OR, 4.60; 95 % CI, 2.44–8.66; 
P<0.001) and depression (OR, 4.99; 95 % CI, 2.61–9.53; P<0.001), 
compared with participants in the “none” discrimination group, con
trolling for included potential influencing factors (Chen et al., 2020). 
This correlational relationship between perceived discrimination and 
the decline of mental health status among the Chinese diaspora during 
COVID-19 warrants immediate attention and intervention. 

It is important to note that the profound effects of social discrimi
nation and marginalization may persist even after the COVID-19 
pandemic is over. Although this study has several limitations (sample 
coverage, limitations related to study design, and self-report nature), the 
findings provides important data in support of immediate and long-term 
interventions to combat anti-Asian (and particularly anti-Chinese) 
racism, and to provide timely mental health care during and after the 
COVID 19 pandemic, which also constitutes an important part of public 
health measures in the COVID-19 pandemic response. 

Author contributions 

Youli Chen: The conception and design of the study, acquisition of 
data, analysis, interpretation of data and drafting the article. 

Zicong Wang: Acquisition of data, drafting the article. 
Weizhen Dong: The conception and design of the study, acquisition 

of data, revising the article for important intellectual content. 
Jia Huei Chen Xu, Sizhe Ji Wu: Acquisition of data. 
Chun Chen: The conception and design of the study, acquisition of 

data, revising the article for important intellectual content. 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Asian Journal of Psychiatry 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/ajp 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102584 
Received 24 December 2020   

www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/18762018
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/ajp
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102584
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102584
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102584
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.ajp.2021.102584&domain=pdf


Asian Journal of Psychiatry 57 (2021) 102584

2

Xiangyang Zhang: Revising the article for important intellectual 
content. 

Financial disclosure 

Funding/Support: This project was sponsored by the National Nat
ural Science Foundation of China [71603187]. 

Role of the Funder/Sponsor: The funder had no role in the design and 
conduct of the study; collection, management, analysis, and interpre
tation of the data; preparation, review, or approval of the manuscript; or 
decision to submit the manuscript for publication. 

Declaration of Competing Interest 

The authors report no declarations of interest. 

Acknowledgement 

Additional Contributions: We thank all the participants for their 
willingness to participate in the study. 

References 

Bursac, Z., Gauss, C.H., Williams, D.K., Hosmer, D.W., 2008. Purposeful selection of 
variables in logistic regression. Source Code Biol. Med. 3, 17. 

Chau, V., Bowie, J.V., Juon, H.S., 2018. The association of perceived discrimination and 
depressive symptoms among Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese Americans. Cult. 
Divers. Ethnic Minor. Psychol. 24, 389–399. 

Chen, Y., Wang, Z., Dong, W., Xu, J.H.C., Wu, S.J., Zhang, X., Chen, C., 2020. Figshare, 
v1. Supplementary table.docx. https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.13487421.v1. 

Hale, T., Angrist, N., Kira, B., Petherick, A., Phillips, T., Webster, S., 2020. Variation in 
Government Responses to COVID-19. University of Oxford. 

Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R., Williams, J., 2003. The Patient Health Questionnaire-2: validity 
of a two-item depression screener. Med. Care 41, 1284–1292. 

Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R.L., Williams, J.B., Monahan, P.O., Lowe, B., 2007. Anxiety dis
orders in primary care: prevalence, impairment, comorbidity, and detection. Ann. 
Intern. Med. 146, 317–325. 

Lowe, B., Wahl, I., Rose, M., Spitzer, C., Glaesmer, H., Wingenfeld, K., Schneider, A., 
Brahler, E., 2010. A 4-item measure of depression and anxiety: validation and 
standardization of the Patient Health Questionnaire-4 (PHQ-4) in the general pop
ulation. J. Affect. Disord. 122, 86–95. 

Sternthal, M.J., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R., 2011. RACIAL DISPARITIES IN HEALTH: how 
much does stress really matter? Du Bois Rev. 8, 95–113. 

Zhang, J., Fang, L., Wu, Y.W., Wieczorek, W.F., 2013. Depression, anxiety, and suicidal 
ideation among Chinese Americans: a study of immigration-related factors. J. Nerv. 
Ment. Dis. 201, 17–22. 

Youli Chen, Zicong Wang 
Wuhan Union Hospital, Tongji Medical College, Huazhong University of 

Science and Technology, Wuhan, 430000, China 

Weizhen Dong 
Department of Sociology and Legal Studies, University of Waterloo, 200 

University Avenue West, Waterloo, Ontario, N2L 3G1, Canada 

Jia Huei Chen Xu 
School of International Studies, Wenzhou Medical University, Wenzhou, 

325035, China 

Sizhe Ji Wu 
International School of Capital Medical University, Capital Medical 

University, Beijing, 100069, China 

Xiangyang Zhang** 
Department of Procurement, First Affiliated Hospital of Wenzhou Medical 

University, Wenzhou, 325000, China 

Chun Chen* 
School of Public Health and Management, Wenzhou Medical University, 

Wenzhou, 325035, China 

** Corresponding author at: Department of Procurement, First Affiliated 
Hospital of Wenzhou Medical University, Wenzhou, 325035, China. 

* Corresponding author at: School of Public Health and Management, 
Wenzhou Medical University, Tongren Building 7B304, Wenzhou 

Medical University Chashan Campus, Wenzhou, 325035, China. 
E-mail address: zxyanghero@126.com (X. Zhang). 

E-mail address: chenchun408@126.com (C. Chen). 

Letter to the Editor                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0010
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.13487421.v1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1876-2018(21)00040-X/sbref0045
mailto:zxyanghero@126.com
mailto:chenchun408@126.com

	Perceived discrimination and mental health among the Chinese diaspora during COVID-19
	Author contributions
	Financial disclosure
	Declaration of Competing Interest
	Acknowledgement
	References


