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Abstract  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a dramatic increase in racist acts against Asians and Asian 

Americans. Given this troubling reality, it is important to identify how non-Asians, such as 

White individuals, can better understand the racialized experiences of their Asian and Asian 

American peers during this time. As such, we set out to examine White college students’ 

ethnocultural empathy toward Asians and Asian Americans during the pandemic. Specifically, 

based on theorizing on normative influence, we examined how peer support might be associated 

with increased ethnocultural empathy toward Asians and Asian Americans. Additionally, 

leadership support and gender were included as covariates. Participants were recruited from a 

predominantly White institution located in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States. 

Results based on hierarchical regression analyses indicated that ethnocultural empathy was 

predicted by gender and peer support. We also explored the moderating role of gender in the 

association between peer support and ethnocultural empathy, and we found that the positive 

association between peer support and ethnocultural empathy was greater for men compared to 

women. The findings of the present study have implications for advancing the research and 

practice around helping non-Asian students better understand and support their fellow Asian and 

Asian American students.   

Keywords: ethnocultural empathy, Asians, Asian Americans, peer support 

Public Significance Statement 

This study found that White students’ empathy toward Asian and Asian American experiences of 

racism during COVID-19 was related to how their peers spoke about and responded to this issue, 

and this was especially true for White men compared to White women. The findings suggest 

some practical ways to help non-Asian individuals to better understand the experiences of racism 

among Asians and Asian Americans.  
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White College Students’ Ethnocultural Empathy Toward Asians and Asian Americans 

During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, racism targeting individuals of Asian descent has 

received increased national attention (e.g., Mostoles, 2020; Phillips, 2020). STOP AAPI HATE, 

a reporting site that tracks experiences of anti-Asian discrimination, announced that 2,583 

incidents have been submitted between March 19 and August 5, 2020 (Asian Pacific Policy & 

Planning Council, 2020a). Moreover, according to Pew Research Center, 39% of Americans 

reported that the expression of anti-Asian racism is more common during the pandemic 

compared to pre-pandemic days (Ruiz et al., 2020); although this statistic provides support for 

the notion that some Americans are aware of the increased racism directed at Asians and Asian 

Americans during this pandemic, it also suggests that there is considerable room for growth. 

Notably, the extent to which one’s community addressed the anti-Asian racism that accompanied 

the COVID-19 outbreak has the potential to heighten awareness of Asian and Asian American 

experiences. Indeed, many colleges and universities made public statements condemning the 

discrimination (e.g., Asian American Studies Program at University of Minnesota, 2020; Yale 

University, 2020). Taken together, it is reasonable that a typical college student in the U.S. 

would be exposed to conversations at various levels about the discrimination against Asians and 

Asian Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic. The present study is an empirical 

investigation of how White college students perceived the various levels of engagement with the 

topic of anti-Asian racism, and the association between those perceptions and their empathy 

toward Asians and Asian Americans.  

Ethnocultural empathy refers to the individual’s ability to understand the experiences of 

others who are of a different race or ethnicity (Wang et al., 2003). A popular conceptualization 
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and assessment of ethnocultural empathy by Wang et al. (2003) include empathic awareness, or 

knowledge of what individuals from other cultures are experiencing. Knowledge about the 

experiences of individuals from other cultures is widely discussed as an important component of 

multicultural competence (e.g., Sue, 2001; Sue & Torino, 2005). Moreover, increasing in 

knowledge and awareness of other cultures is an important precursor to action. Prior studies 

examining multicultural competence course training or intervention demonstrate that 

multicultural knowledge is predictive of desirable behavioral outcomes (e.g., Alvarez & 

Domenech Rodríguez, 2020; Kernahan & Davis, 2010; Linnemeyer et al., 2018). Given the 

importance of knowledge or awareness of other cultures, combined with its association with 

taking action, we decided to examine empathic awareness as ethnocultural empathy. Although 

not all White Americans personally witness racism directed at Asians and Asian Americans 

during COVID-19 or have the opportunity to intervene, they might still experience growth in 

their knowledge about the issue during the pandemic; thus, we believe that this empirical 

investigation into the correlates of ethnocultural awareness is a timely and worthwhile endeavor.  

 Prior studies suggest that various interventions can influence individual levels of 

ethnocultural empathy. Some studies indicate that the classroom experience designed to increase 

empathy can be effective, such as a multicultural psychology course (Alvarez & Domenech 

Rodríguez, 2020) and helping-skills training (Lu et al., 2020). Similarly, but with a sample of 

university staff, Cadenas et al (2018) found that interventions (a documentary film and a panel of 

undocumented students) were effective in increasing ethnocultural empathy toward 

undocumented immigrants. More centrally to our study, prior studies based on White samples 

have identified correlates of ethnocultural empathy. For example, Chapman et al. (2018) reported 

that an intervention (visuals accompanied by discussions) designed to decrease implicit and 
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explicit bias toward Latinx patients resulted in higher ethnocultural empathy for White 

individuals. Similarly, diversity training for nursing and dental (majority White) students 

increased ethnocultural empathy (Fleming et al., 2015). Finally, Lu et al. (2020) concluded that 

training in helping skills can be especially valuable for increasing the ethnocultural empathy of 

White students, by showing that White women and men experienced more growth in empathic 

feeling and expression after a semester of helping skills course compared to their non-White 

counterparts. Taken together, these studies suggest that it is possible for targeted interventions to 

increase ethnocultural empathy among individuals, including White individuals.   

What is lacking in the literature, however, are investigations of normative or social 

influence on the ethnocultural empathy of White individuals. Although some of the prior studies 

(e.g., Alvarez & Domenech Rodríguez, 2020; Fleming et al., 2015; Lu, 2019) likely included a 

normative component in their intervention (e.g., classroom experience), they were not intentional 

in isolating the views of others as a key component of what is associated with ethnocultural 

empathy. We assert that the examination of how others’ views impact ethnocultural empathy is 

an important area of inquiry.   

Normative Influence of Peer Support 

 

In our study, we draw from theorizing and research highlighting normative or social 

influence on racial attitudes. The influence of social norms on an individual’s racial attitudes and 

behaviors has been discussed extensively in the literature (e.g., Blanchard et al., 1991; Blanchard 

et al., 1994; Sherif & Sherif, 1953). For example, based on experimental evidence, Blanchard et 

al. (1991, 1994) assert that when a White individual witnesses another person(s) expressing 

condemning or accepting views of racism, the individual will be more likely to also condemn or 

condone the racist views, respectively. Similarly, Stangor et al. (2001) reported that when 



ETHNOCULTURAL EMPATHY DURING COVID-19                                                             6 

 

individuals believe that their preconceived notions about Black individuals are not shared by 

others, they reduce their generalization; when they are led to think, however, that others also 

hold similar generalizations, they increase their stereotyping. Collectively, these findings speak 

to the importance of social influences on the beliefs and behaviors of the individual around race 

and ethnicity. Although these assertions about normative influences have been made in 

connection to the reduction of unfavorable racial attitudes, it is also reasonable that the 

theorizing can be extended to the increase of favorable attitudes, such as ethnocultural empathy. 

Therefore, we set out to see if the White college students’ perception of how others around them 

respond to anti-Asian racism during COVID-19 was associated with ethnocultural empathy.  

We examined peer support as a normative influence on ethnocultural empathy. We 

defined peer support as fellow students’ expression of support for Asians and Asian Americans 

during COVID-19. We reasoned that when White students observe this type of support from 

their peers, it will be associated with an increased level of empathy for the Asian and Asian 

American experience. Although there are studies demonstrating the importance of peer support 

for the psychological health of Asian American youths (e.g., Grossman & Liang, 2008; Tsai et 

al., 2017), the influence of expressed peer support for Asians and Asian Americans on a non-

Asian sample has not been explored in the literature. Prior studies that have examined the impact 

of course-related experiences (e.g., Alvarez & Domenech Rodríguez, 2020; Lu et al., 2020) 

suggest that peer influences might be important in shaping ethnocultural empathy, especially 

Alvarez and Domenech Rodríguez’s (2020) intriguing finding that the in-person modality was 

more effective in increasing ethnocultural empathy compared to an online one. Similarly, Muller 

and Miles (2017) found that individuals who found the other group members to be more engaged 

in intergroup dialogues tended to experience an increase in empathic perspective taking, 
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suggesting that peer influence is playing a role in shaping empathy. But because these studies did 

not intentionally examine peer support, a more purposeful examination of peer support as a 

normative influence on ethnocultural empathy is needed. We predicted that peer support would 

be related to a higher level of ethnocultural empathy among White college students. 

Leadership Support and Gender as Covariates   

Beyond peer support, we explored two additional predictors as covariates. First, we were 

interested in exploring the role of leadership support as a contrast to the normative influence of 

peer support in shaping ethnocultural empathy. We defined leadership support as campus 

leaders’ (e.g., staff, professors, and administrators) expression of support for the Asian 

community during COVID-19. Although this type of support has been shown to be important for 

the adjustment of those directly impacted by discrimination such as students of color (e.g., 

Tausen et al., 2020; Trent et al., 2020) and international students (Yao et al., 2020), there is a 

lack of literature on how such support can also influence outcomes such as empathy among those 

who observe it. Social Impact Theory (Latane, 1981) posits that the strength, immediacy, and 

size of a group influence conformity to group norms. Based on this theorizing, we reasoned that 

leadership support will be related to ethnocultural empathy in our study but not as strongly as 

peer influence, because campus leaders are not as strong of a normative influence compared to 

peers. Second, we explored gender as a correlate of ethnocultural empathy. This was done based 

on prior literature suggesting women had higher level of empathy toward other cultural groups 

compared to men (e.g., Cundiff & Komarraju, 2008; Spanierman et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2003).  

Taken together, these prior studies suggest that peer support, leadership support, and 

gender are all relevant factors that can be related to students’ attitudes and beliefs about race and 

ethnicity. At the same time, two generally shared characteristics of prior studies served as the 
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impetus for the current study. First, most of these studies assessed ethnocultural empathy without 

a specific connection to a particular group. For example, the wording of the popular Scale of 

Ethnocultural Empathy (Wang et al., 2003) inquires participants about their empathy of others 

without specifying the racial or ethnic group, instead using phrases such as “other racial or ethnic 

groups” or “racially/ethnically different than me” (p. 225). It seems reasonable that racial 

attitudes differ depending on the target, and thus it makes sense to also measure ethnocultural 

empathy toward a specific racial group. Second, the prior studies did not necessarily focus on a 

specific event or period in history. Given the heightened attention to anti-Asian racism during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, we sought to capture how ethnocultural empathy toward Asians and Asian 

Americans might be shaped during this time. During COVID-19, the experiences of White 

individuals around race and ethnicity are notably different compared to the experiences of Asian 

Americans; for example, a Pew Research Center report noted that 39% of Asian Americans 

reported unfavorable reaction of others around them since the beginning of the pandemic, 

compared to only 13% of White individuals (Ruiz et al., 2020). Given this marked difference in 

experience, it is important to examine how the less impacted group (White individuals) might 

learn about the experiences of the more impacted group (Asian Americans) during the specific 

historical period. Therefore, empirical efforts like ours have the potential to contribute to the 

Asian American literature, by unpacking the factors that facilitate the empathic response of 

White students to their Asian and Asian American peers’ experiences of racism during this time 

of COVID-19 pandemic.   

In sum, our study captures White college students’ ethnocultural empathy toward Asians 

and Asian Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on normative influence theorizing, 
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we hypothesized that peer support will be associated with a higher level of ethnocultural 

empathy. We also explored leadership support and gender as additional correlates.   

Method 

Participant Characteristics 

Four hundred and seventy White1 undergraduate students currently enrolled at a small 

liberal arts institution located in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States were invited to 

complete our study as part of a larger investigation probing perceptions of academic community 

support, subjective well-being, and ethnocultural empathy during the COVID outbreak. In total, 

149 White students completed the study. Participants self-reported a wide variety of ethnic 

identities, with the majority reporting two or more prominent ethnic identities2. The majority of 

respondents (124) identified as women whereas a smaller number of respondents identified as 

men (24) or non-binary (1). Notably, the relatively small number of men in the current sample 

can be explained, in part, by an unequal distribution of men (33%) and women (67%) enrolled at 

the current institution during data collection (Seattle Pacific University, 2020). Participants were 

aged 18-50 (M = 20.61, SD = 3.14) and identified as predominately Christian (77.2%) or not 

religious (15.4%). 

Procedure 

 
1 White students were selected for the current study rather than non-Asian students for theoretical and practical 

reasons. First, as the majority racial group in the United States and at the institution in question, it is valuable to 

assess the awareness of the historically privileged group. Further, White students perceive campus climate to be less 

negative than students of color (Rankin & Reason, 2005), and combining groups may artificially inflate the 

perceived ethnocultural awareness of a predominately White institution.  Practically, these data are part of a larger 

study that sought to compare Asian and White students’ perceptions of campus racial climate given known COVID 

outbreaks in Asian and European countries preceded known outbreaks in the U.S.  Participants were eligible to be 

randomly selected for participation if their undergraduate record had them indicated as Caucasian / European 

American. Race and ethnicity information was additionally probed in the current study.  
2 The most frequently reported identities were German (12.1%), American (4.0%), British (2.7%), Irish (2.7%), 

Scandinavian (2.7%), and Norwegian (2.6%). A substantial number of participants (6.7%) chose not to respond to 

the ethnic identity question.  
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All data was collected over a three-day period (April 9th, 2020 - April 12th, 2020) during 

the university’s spring break and prior to the commencement of spring quarter. This timing 

afforded the opportunity to assess perceptions of the academic community’s initial responses to 

the COVID outbreak prior to all major operations being suspended on campus. April 13th marked 

the beginning of online learning and the start of spring quarter. As of this date the school library 

was closed, and the majority of students were no longer living on campus. The timing also 

enhanced the likelihood that participants would reflect on the initial response of their academic 

community from March and April 2020 – when 1700 racist and xenophobic incidents had 

already been reported to STOP AAPI Hate (Asian Pacific Policy & Planning Council, 2020b).    

Online survey methodology was utilized to collect data. After completing a non-

documented informed consent, participants read a brief description of the study and completed a 

series of demographic questions (age, racial and ethnic background, gender identity & religious 

affiliation). Participants who indicated that they identified as European American received a 

follow-up open-ended question asking them about their European ethnicity. Specifically, 

participants were asked, “what is your European ethnicity (e.g., Italian, French, British)” and 

were given a textbox to write in their own response. Participants then completed a short 

questionnaire that was constructed to investigate college student perceptions of their academic 

community’s response to racism and xenophobia prevalent during the COVID outbreak. The 

questionnaire also explored ethnocultural empathy (Wang et al., 2003). Additional measures, 

beyond the scope of the current manuscript, including subjective well-being of participants and 

interpersonal needs were also collected. Upon completion of these measures, participants were 

provided a link to a separate survey such that they could be entered into a raffle to win a $250 
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gift card for their participation. Finally, participants were thanked, debriefed, and given a list of 

resources in the event that they would like to find professional psychological help. 

Measures  

Peer and Leadership Support   

Four questions assessed perceptions of peer support for Asians and Asian Americans on 

campus during the COVID outbreak3 (see Tausen et al., 2020). Specifically, the questions 

included 1) My peers (fellow students) at [current institution] openly addressed issues of racism 

and xenophobia pertaining to Asian and Asian Americans during the COVID 19 outbreak, 2) My 

peers (fellow students) at [current institution] strongly condemned racism and xenophobia 

pertaining to Asian and Asian Americans during the COVID-19 outbreak, 3) My peers (fellow 

students) at [current institution] expressed genuine compassion for Asian and Asian Americans 

experiencing racism during the COVID-19 outbreak, and 4) My peers (fellow students) at 

[current institution] expressed a clear commitment to support Asians and Asian Americans 

experiencing racism during the COVID-19 outbreak. To assess leadership support, these same 

four questions were also asked about leaders (administration and professors). Questions were 

assessed using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). The order in 

which respondents encountered items featuring support originating from institutional leaders vs. 

peers was counterbalanced across the sample. Measures for Leader Support (Cronbach’s α = 

.894) and Peer Support (Cronbach’s α = .837) demonstrated strong internal consistency in the 

present study. 

Ethnocultural Empathy  

 
3 These items, designed to assess forms of support that could be communicated remotely during the COVID-19 

pandemic, are face valid, correlate with related concepts such as campus racial climate (Tausen et al., 2020) and 

demonstrate strong internal reliability.  
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To measure ethnocultural empathy, we combined the Empathic Awareness subscale (4 

items) from the Scale of Ethnocultural Empathy (SEE; Wang et al., 2003) with two additional 

items that we created designed to assess awareness of the xenophobia and racism affecting 

Asians during the current health crisis. Items from the original SEE subscale (Wang et al. 2003) 

were adapted to refer specifically to individuals of Asian descent (e.g., I recognize that the media 

often portrays individuals of Asian descent based on racial or ethnic stereotypes). The additional 

questions, also tailored specifically to Asian individuals read, “I am aware of how individuals of 

Asian descent are currently regarded in US culture” and “I am aware of the unique challenges 

that individuals of Asian descent are facing during the current health pandemic.” For consistency 

with Leadership and Peer Support measures, responses to all ethnocultural empathy questions 

were collected on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), which is a 

modification from the 6-point scale of the SEE (Wang et al., 2003). The internal consistency of 

the combined 6 items to assess ethnocultural empathy was good, Cronbach’s α = .925.  

Results 

Preliminary Analysis  

Table 1 displays the bivariate correlations, means, and standard deviations for the study 

variables. Ethnocultural empathy was significantly correlated with gender (gender coding: 0 = 

female, 1 = male, 2 = non-binary; r = -.23, p = .004) and peer support (r = .45, p < .001).  

Main Analyses  

Gender, Leadership Support, and Peer Support as Predictors of Empathy   

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine whether gender, 

leadership support, and peer support predicted ethnocultural empathy. We entered the predictors 

in the regression model in the following order: gender (Step 1; gender coding: 0 = female, 1 = 

male, 2 = non-binary), leadership support (Step 2), and peer support (Step 3). We decided to 
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enter leadership support before peer support because it is a more distal predictor compared to 

peer support. Gender was entered first as a demographic variable.   

  Table 2 displays the results. In Step 1, gender was a significant predictor of ethnocultural 

empathy, b = -0.65, t = -2.91, p = .004. In Step 2, leadership support was a significant predictor 

of ethnocultural empathy, b = 0.13, t = 2.06, p = .041, and gender remained a significant 

predictor. In Step 3 (final step), peer support was a significant predictor of ethnocultural 

empathy, b = 0.40, t = 5.66, p < .001. Gender remained significant, but leadership support was 

rendered nonsignificant when peer support was entered into the regression model. The addition 

of peer support resulted in 16.70% increase in variance explained, and the overall variance 

explained in Step 3 was 24.80 percent. Thus, based on Step 3, our hypothesis that peer support 

would predict empathy was supported. Gender emerged as a significant predictor of empathy.     

Exploratory Analysis: Gender as a Moderator  

Given the prior literature on gender differences in cultural empathy (Cundiff & 

Komarraju, 2008; Spanierman et al., 2012; Wang et al., 2003), combined with its significant 

correlation with ethnocultural empathy in our data, we explored the moderating role of gender 

between peer support and empathy. Because only 1 participant identified as non-binary, we 

excluded this case from our moderation analysis and examined the conditional effects associated 

with identifying as woman or man. We used the PROCESS macro v3.4 (Hayes, 2018) in SPSS v. 

27 to test the moderating effect, and Table 3 displays the results. Prior to the regression analysis, 

peer support was mean centered. Our results indicated that the interaction term (peer support x 

gender) was a statistically significant predictor of ethnocultural empathy, b = 0.45, t = 2.54, p = 

.012, providing evidence for a significant moderating effect. Simple slopes analysis indicated 

that for both women and men the peer support-empathy link was statistically significant and in 
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the expected positive direction, but the slope of the association was steeper for men compared to 

women (see Figure 1). Based on these results, we concluded that for both men and women, 

empathy was positively associated with observing their student peers speak up against racism 

directed toward Asians and Asian Americans, but this positive association was greater for men.   

Discussion 

As many historically White institutions become increasingly diverse in their racial and 

cultural makeup, it is valuable explore factors associated with the racial awareness or knowledge 

of the White majority group (Rankin & Reason, 2005; Spanierman et al., 2009). During the 

COVID outbreak, probing how White students perceive the treatment of Asian students 

compared to their own group can be meaningful given known outbreaks in predominately White 

(i.e., Italy) and Asian (i.e., China) countries preceded known outbreaks in the U.S. Yet, it was 

individuals of Asian descent that experienced increased discrimination (Mostoles, 2020; Phillips, 

2020).   

The present study demonstrated an association between White students’ perceived peer 

support for Asians during COVID-19 and their ethnocultural awareness. Gender also predicted 

ethnocultural awareness and moderated the relationship between peer support and empathy.  

Explanation of Findings  

Research on the power of social norms to shape attitudes and behaviors may help to 

explain the relationship between perceived peer support and ethnocultural awareness 

demonstrated in our study (Cialdini et al., 1990). Previous research has demonstrated that 

prejudice and discrimination can be significantly affected by the behavior of one’s peers. For 

example, hearing a peer condemn racism reduces another individual’s tolerance for racist speech 

(Blanchard et al., 1994), yet simply overhearing a racist or sexist joke can increase tolerance for 
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discrimination against women and minorities (Ford & Ferguson, 2004; LaFrance & Woodzicka, 

1998). Beyond direct observation of peers’ actions, the mere perception of peers’ attitudes is also 

consequential. In one study, White individuals’ perceptions of their peers’ attitudes about 

interracial interaction was associated with self-reported racial attitudes and observed friendly 

interracial interactions (Fendrich, 1967). Corroborating and extending this earlier work, here we 

demonstrated that peers’ condemnation of racism and xenophobia is also associated with White 

students’ ethnocultural awareness. While not directly assessed in the current study, at least two 

potential mechanisms could be at play. Participants’ self-reported ethnocultural awareness could 

be the result of normative social influence (conforming to be liked) or informational social 

influence (conforming to be correct). Given attitudes were assessed in private (when normative 

social influence tends to be less powerful), there is reason to suspect that peers’ speaking out 

against the racism and xenophobia directed at Asians and Asian Americans more permanently 

shifted White students’ beliefs and understanding about the treatment of Asians and Asian 

Americans during the pandemic. Of course, given the correlational nature of or findings, future 

experimental work will be critical to assess the causal role of peers’ condemning racism and 

xenophobia on ethnocultural empathy. It will also be important for future work to explore the 

potential for normative social influence to be amplified during times when social distancing is 

required and online/remote interactions are normative.  

Consulting the social psychological literature may also help shed light on the fact that, in 

our study, leader support was not a significant predictor of ethnocultural empathy when also 

considering the influence of peer support. According to Social Impact Theory, individuals are 

most likely to conform when a group is high in importance, physically proximal and made up of 

at least 3-4 individuals (Latané, 1981). Consistent with this theoretical framework, in-person 
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interactions generate stronger normative influence than online interactions (Alvarez & 

Domenech Rodríguez, 2020) as do the racial attitudes of in-group members (Stangor et al., 

2001), close friends (Paluck, 2011) and friendly experimenters (Sinclair et al., 2005). Unlike 

fellow classmates, leaders on campus may be relatively low in importance and proximity for the 

majority of our participants. As a result, the actions of leaders may have been less likely to evoke 

the power of any form of social influence above and beyond the role of peers in our study. 

Gender’s significant association with ethnocultural empathy (e.g., greater empathy for 

women compared to men), and its moderation of the association between peer support and 

empathy were partly congruent with prior findings that there are gender differences in levels of 

empathy toward other cultures (e.g., Cundiff & Komarraju, 2008; Spanierman et al., 2012; Wang 

et al., 2003). However, our finding is novel because it suggests that ethnocultural empathy might 

be differentially related to peer support, depending on gender. Although both White men and 

women reported a positive association between peer support and ethnocultural empathy, the 

association was greater for men. One reason for this intriguing finding might be because women 

in our sample had higher levels of ethnocultural awareness. In contrast, men who were less 

aware might be more influenced by their peers on the topic of COVID-19 racism. In other words, 

we wonder if the White men had “more room to grow” in terms of ethnocultural empathy 

compared to the White women in our sample. At the same time, given the imbalance in the 

number of men and women in our study, we present our gender-related finding and any 

interpretations of it tentatively, and we encourage future work that considers gender differences 

in the normative influence of peers on ethnocultural empathy with larger representations across 

different genders.  

Implications 
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That the perception of peers’ support for Asians and Asian Americans is associated with 

enhanced ethnocultural awareness has a number of implications at both the individual and 

institutional level. In terms of individual behavior, it is critical to recognize that words (or lack 

thereof) can establish a climate of awareness about racist and xenophobic behaviors. As such, 

these findings emphasize the importance of individual voices speaking out against injustice and 

the power that each person has to shape the attitudes and beliefs of those around them (Blanchard 

et al., 1994; LaFrance & Woodzicka, 1998; Stangor et al., 2001). In the current study, it was not 

simply what was said (e.g., condemning racism, offering commitment and support), but also who 

expressed the sentiments (peers as versus leaders) that was associated ethnocultural awareness. 

Each person has a unique sphere of influence given their importance and physical proximity to 

those around them (Latané, 1981). As such, knowing that other leaders or peers on campus are 

addressing issues or racial injustice should not alleviate the burden to speak out oneself. 

At the institutional level, training student leaders to identify and speak out against racist 

and xenophobic rhetoric may be particularly important to establish ethnocultural awareness (see 

Paluck, 2011 for related intervention). Such trainings may focus on equipping students with 

strategies to openly addressing and strongly condemn racism in the moment as well as ways to 

offer empathy and support for those affected. Peers, in particular, may have a unique influence 

that transcends what can be communicated by university leaders. While this should not 

discourage university leaders from openly condemning racism as leader support is associated 

with other important psychological outcomes such as the experience of positive and negative 

affect (Tausen et al., 2020), it should encourage them to embolden students to speak out against 

prejudice and discrimination. This encouragement could help amplify the power of student 

voices to shape the ethnocultural awareness of their peers – a strategy that may be particularly 
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effective in spaces with a large number of men. Knowing the power of social norms to influence 

racial attitudes and beliefs, it is also incumbent upon institutions to establish strong boundaries 

around acceptable behavior. Institutions may approach this aim through both a preventative and 

punitive lens by employing anti-discrimination training and policies as well as clear and 

consistent consequences when violations occur (see Jeung et al., 2020 for a list of additional 

recommendations). Institutions may also consider policies of mandatory reporting, scaffolding 

mechanisms for anonymous reporting, and campaigns championing speaking out against racism 

and injustice to create a culture where prejudice and discrimination are confronted and 

condemned. 

Whether at the individual or institutional levels, words and actions have the power to 

establish both injunctive (what is morally acceptable) and a descriptive (what is common in this 

social context) norms (Nolan et al., 2008). Combined, injunctive and descriptive norms are 

powerful mechanisms for social change and increase the likelihood that individuals will conform 

as a function of informational social influence rather than simply normative social influence 

(Cialdini et al., 1990; Smith et al., 2012). The benefits of informational social influence include 

longer lasting changes in attitudes and behaviors that transcend a highly observable group setting 

(Sherif, 1936). Thus, institutions and individuals can work together to generate a social climate 

conducive to ethnocultural awareness through demonstrating that condemning racism and 

offering support to affected groups is both common on campus and morally right. The fruit of 

this labor is likely to manifest in more positive treatment of Asians and Asian Americans as 

increased knowledge or awareness is an essential precursor to favorable behavioral outcomes 

(e.g., Alvarez & Domenech Rodríguez, 2020; Linnemeyer et al., 2018; Toomey & Storlie, 2016) 

and actions that defend or protect marginalized groups, such as activism (O’Brien, 2001). 
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Particularly because of their current majority status in the U.S. and their political and social 

positioning, the work of enhancing the ethnocultural empathy of White individuals is critical to 

attenuating racist and xenophobic ideologies as well as precipitating meaningful structural 

changes.   

Limitations and Future Directions  

Despites its contributions, the present study has limitations that should inspire future 

empirical efforts. One, our study measures were modified (Scale of Ethnocultural Empathy by 

Wang et al., 2003) or created (leadership and peer support items) for the purposes of this study. 

In particular, although the modification of the existing measures was due to the specific research 

questions about COVID-19 racism and thus was justified, we also recognize that the results 

should be interpreted in light of this potential limitation terms of the study instruments. Future 

studies should examine the psychometric properties of the items in the study or utilize existing 

measures without modification as a replication and extension effort to the current findings. Two, 

our study did not consider other intrapersonal factors that might influence how our study 

variables might be related to ethnocultural empathy. The percentage of variance explained by 

gender, leadership support, and peer support in our hierarchical regression model was around 

25% total (see Table 2), which implies that there are other intrapersonal correlates of 

ethnocultural empathy. For instance, Helms’ ethnic identity statuses has been shown to interact 

with openness to diversity to predict ethnocultural empathy in White individuals (Chao et al., 

2015). In addition, our sample was limited to college students and future research will be 

necessary to explore whether the same pattern of results exists in samples of varying ages or 

education levels. There is some evidence to suggest that college students benefit more from 

direct interventions to improve empathy than do high school students (Hatcher & Galea, 1994). 

While it is possible that the varied improvements reflect differences in developmental readiness 
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to learn empathic skills, opportunities afforded by higher education such as courses that enhance 

multicultural awareness (Alvarez & Rodríguez, 2020; Patterson et al., 2018) and internships that 

provide high-quality interracial interactions (Simons et al., 2012) may also be critical factors. 

Another example of an intrapersonal factor to examine is the racial and ethnic composition of 

White students’ peer relationships, given its association with racial attitudes (Fischer, 2011).  

Three, our study assessed gender categorically. However, variables such as gender socialization 

might influence ethnocultural empathy, and the relation of peer support with ethnocultural 

empathy, and provide a more nuanced picture regarding how gender socialization or norms 

might shape ethnocultural empathy. Four, we examined White students’ perception of support 

for Asians and Asian Americans at a single timepoint early on in the pandemic. We are curious 

what the empirical associations, and the level of ethnocultural empathy, might be like if the study 

had been conducted later into the pandemic as sociocultural and political4 factors evolved. Fifth, 

due to our study’s cross-sectional design, we are not able to definitively conclude the 

directionality of the findings. Although our conclusions are consistent with the theoretical 

framework of our study – namely, that perception of others expressing support can increase 

empathy – it is also possible that those who are already empathic might be more likely to pick up 

on the support toward Asians and Asian Americans shown by other people. Alternatively, it 

could also be that those participants who are highly empathic might already be connected to 

others who are similarly empathic. Future longitudinal studies might be able to clarify this issue 

of directionality.       

Conclusion  

 
4 For example, the U.S. House of Representatives recently passed a resolution speaking out against racism directed 

toward Asian Americans (Stracqualursi, 2020). 
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 Our study highlighted the importance of peer condemnation of racism and voicing 

support for Asians and Asian Americans as a predictor of ethnocultural empathy, and gender as a 

moderator of this association. We hope that our findings will contribute to the collective effort to 

better support Asian and Asian American college students during this challenging time of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, by inspiring researchers and practitioners alike to continue to address 

ways that White individuals can become more effective allies to Asians and Asian Americans.   
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Table 1  

Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations 

Variable  M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Gender a    -     

2. Age  20.61 3.14 .03 -    

3. Leadership 

support  

 

4.55 1.43 .03 .22* -   

4. Peer support  5.15 1.21 -.03 -.07 .32*** -  

5. Ethnocultural 

empathy   

 

5.81 1.11 -.23** -.01 .16 .45*** - 

a 0 = woman, 1 = man, 2 = non-binary.   

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.   

  



ETHNOCULTURAL EMPATHY DURING COVID-19                                                             31 

 

Table 2 

 

Hierarchical Regression for Ethnocultural Empathy Predicted by Gender, Leadership Support, 

and Peer Support  

Variable b SE b t p R2 (Fsig) 

Step 1      .06 (.004) 

Constant 5.92 0.10 60.93 < .001  

Gender  -0.65 0.22 -2.91 .004  

Step 2      .08 (.002) 

Constant 5.34 0.30 18.00 < .001  

Gender  -0.66 0.22 -3.00 .003  

Leadership support  0.13 0.06 2.06 .041  

Step 3      .25 (< .001) 

Constant 3.78 0.39 9.83 < .001  

Gender  -0.62 0.20 -3.08 .003  

Leadership support  0.02 0.06 0.31 .757  

Peer support  0.40 0.07 5.66 < .001  
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Table 3 

Results of the Moderating Effect of Gender on the Relationship Between Peer Support and 

Ethnocultural Empathy (N = 148) 

 b SE b t p 95% CI’s 

     Lower Upper 

Constant 5.92 0.09 69.27 < .001 5.75 6.09 

Peer support (centered) 0.33 0.07 4.67 <.001 0.19 0.47 

Gender    -0.69 0.21 -3.24 .002 -1.11 -0.27 

Peer support x gender  0.45 0.18 2.54 .012 0.10 0.80 

Conditional Effects       

Female  0.33 0.07 4.67 < .001 0.19 0.47 

Male  0.78 0.16 4.82 < .001 0.46 1.10 

Note. R2 = 0.29. CI = confidence interval based on 10,000 bootstrapped estimates. N = 148 

because 1 participant who identified as nonbinary was not included in the interaction analysis.  
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Figure 1  

Relationship Between Peer Support and Ethnocultural Empathy, Moderated by Gender (N = 

148) 

 

 
 

Note. N = 148 because 1 participant who identified as non-binary was not included in the 

interaction analysis.  
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