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Abstract

The increase in verbal and physical aggressions directed at
Asian Americans during the COVID-19 pandemic and after has
brought into focus a need to understand the reasons for such
aggressions and identify interventions. Our study addresses
these needs by investigating whether photographs
accompanying a news report depicting Asian Americans
positively or negatively in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic activate positive or negative perceptions of Asian
Americans and whether the valence of the photographs
differentially influences intent to intervene in anti-Asian
aggressions. In a 2 (image: positive vs. negative) X 2 (political
ideology: liberal vs. conservative) mixed between-subject
online experiment with adult white Americans, we found that
liberals showed more positive perceptions and greater intent
to intervene with the negative photos compared to the positive
photos, while conservatives showed more negative perceptions
and lower intent to intervene with the negative photos.
Implications of these findings for activation and activation
control theories of primes and biases are discussed. Some
recommendations on how the results might guide media
content providers to mitigate the spread of anti-Asian
aggressions are also provided.

Keywords

COVID-19, Asian American Hate, Hate Crime, Media Primes,
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1. Introduction

Prejudice toward Asians in the United States has been documented
as early as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (Zhou, 2021). More
recently, the escalation of the global pandemic spiked anti-Asian
sentiments (Turton, 2021). In particular, an increase in anti-Asian

rhetoric was observed after the virus was referred to as “Chinese virus” and “Kung flu” by U.S.
political leadership on social media (Zheng & Zompetti, 2023).

Research on priming consistently shows that images are powerful determinants of
perception, activating latent or subconscious evaluations of people and objects. The
fundamental assumptions of priming theory are that people have accumulated a store of
affective evaluations of their environment, including other people, groups, objects, and issues;
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examples of these affective evaluations are unconscious biases, liking or disliking, positive or
negative perceptions; that these evaluations are stored in long-term memory; and that these
evaluations can be activated by primes in the environment (Bargh et al., 2012). Primes include
symbols that can be verbal or visual. Photographs, moving images such as videos, and cartoons
are common visual primes (Luttig et al., 2017). In the present study, we test whether
photographs can activate perceptions of Asian Americans and bystander intent to intervene
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Building on prior research that demonstrated the moderating role of political ideology in
responses to media primes involving other marginalized groups, such as Muslim women (e.g.,
Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022), this study extends activation control theory to the context of anti-
Asian prejudice during the COVID-19 pandemic. While previous studies have primarily
examined attitudinal responses, this research advances the activation control scholarship by
also incorporating behavioral intent, more specifically, bystander intent to intervene when
aggression is observed toward Asian Americans. This study not only expands the theoretical
application of priming and activation control but also addresses a pressing social issue that
was amplified by recent global and political events.

1.1. Theoretical Significance

Although priming theories of perception have been influential in psychology and sociology for
decades, communication researchers have only recently adapted them (e.g., Roskos-
Ewoldson et al., 2007; Arendt, 2013; Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022). Previous research highlighted
how political ideology moderates responses to media primes in the context of Muslim women
stereotypes (Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022). The present study builds upon these findings by
testing whether similar mechanisms apply to anti-Asian biases, particularly in the light of the
COVID-19 pandemic. By extending activation control theory to a different minority group and
introducing bystander intervention as a key behavioral variable, this study expands the
theoretical understanding of how primes influence both perceptions and actions within
politically polarized environments.

1.2. Practical Significance

Advocacy groups have criticized the media for visually depicting minorities negatively in
stereotypical portrayals (Wilson et al., 2013). Recently, the Asian American Journalists
Association (AAJA) and other anti-Asian hate advocacy groups asked the New York Times and
other news outlets to cease using stock photos of Chinatown in their news reports about
COVID-19. The New York Times acceded to this request (NBC News, 2020). The assumption
was that the photos would link Asians in general and Asian Americans, in particular, to
COVID-19, even when the news reports did not mention Asians or Asian Americans. Thus, in
our study, we test these priming propositions and activation control of priming in a media-
related context: photographs accompanying a news report. Results can provide guidance to
news and entertainment producers.

Our study investigates aggressions and biases towards Asian Americans, a minority in
the United States that has recently been at the center of public and media discourse. For
decades, prejudice against Asian Americans has been understudied and generally ignored,
primarily because of a “model minority” label that we later discuss in this paper. With the
COVID-19 pandemic and blame assigned to Asians, hate crimes against Asians in the United
States have increased significantly. Hate crimes in the United States in 2020 decreased 7%
from 2019. However, hate crimes specifically targeting Asian Americans increased 149% during
the same period (Levin, 2021). As a result, our study can provide guidance to media content
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producers on how photos and narratives can activate or control negative perceptions of Asian
Americans and how bystander interventions can be activated. This research also continues
our broader agenda of examining how media primes influence biases and social behaviors
toward marginalized groups, offering practical knowledge for reducing prejudice and
encouraging prosocial interventions.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Hate Crimes Against Asian Americans

Historically, Asian Americans have been viewed as "the other" by mainstream Americans and
have been victims of racial prejudice, discrimination, and racial violence (Lee, 2015). Large -
scale Asian immigration to the United States began in the mid-19th century, primarily to fill
labor gaps in Western cities (Lee, 2015). In the 1960s, Asian Americans were labeled a “model
minority” in public and media discourses in the United States as they achieved significant
success in the economic and educational areas (Lee, 2015). On the surface, the “model
minority” label represents an improvement in the acceptance of Asian Americans in
mainstream society. However, it obscures disparities within the Asian American community,
which includes more than 75 ethnic groups, and ignores the prejudice that Asians in general
still experience in American society. Also, the “model minority” stereotype suggested
comparisons with other minorities, resulting in inter-minority competition and providing the
mainstream with the flawed logic to criticize other minorities (Park, 2016).

Public rejection of Asians in the United States was exacerbated by Asian stereotypes
during particular periods such as the Cold War, economic downturns, and the overseas “war
on terror.” For example, some stereotypes labeled Asian workers as “job-stealing thieves,”
Asian students as “technological spies,” and Sikhs as “terrorists” (Lee, 2015).

From 1980 to 2000, the Asian American population grew from 3.5 million to 11.9 million
(Yang, 2010). In 2013, Asian Americans comprised 5.6% of the U.S. population, or about 19.4
million people (Zhang et al., 2022). With increased economic competition and contact with the
American public, hate crimes against Asian Americans also increased (Zhang et al., 2022).
Examples were the 1982 Vincent Chin murder, the 1992 Los Angeles protests, and post-9/11
violence against Asian Americans (Zhang et al., 2022).

The Vincent Chin murder has been attributed to the economic rivalry between the United
States and Japan (Kurashige, 2002). Vincent Chin was mistaken for a Japanese national and
was Killed in Detroit. This incident was a landmark anti-Asian hate crime that led directly to
the Pan-Asian civil rights movement, which spread throughout the United States (Kurashige,
2002). The post-9/11 period saw a major explosion of religious discrimination against South
Asian Americans and Muslims in American society. Sikhs were discriminated against and
attacked because of misconceptions about their religious identity (Mishra, 2013).

There are some unique features of hate crimes against Asians in the United States. Unlike
racially motivated aggressions against African American and Latino youth, which primarily
come from adults, racial discrimination and racial violence against Asian youth primarily
originate among peers. Asian students are portrayed in public and media discourses as “model
minorities,” which may lead to resentment by students of other ethnicities (Zhang et al., 2022).

With the COVID-19 pandemic, anti-Asian hate crimes have become a growing concern
for the Asian American community and American society at large. Overall, hate crimes in 2020
decreased by 7% compared to 2019, but hate crimes against Asians increased by 149% (Levin,
2021). A recent analysis by Stop AAPI Hate, a U.S. anti-discrimination organization that
collects reports of hate incidents against Asian American and Pacific Islander communities,
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found that they received 10,905 reports between March 19, 2020, and December 31, 2021, the
years the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the United States (STOP AAPI HATE, 2022). Since
not all hate crimes are reported in general, this is just the tip of the iceberg of all the incidents
of discrimination against Asians in the United States. Given this alarming surge in anti-Asian
incidents, it is important to consider how media imagery might reinforce or mitigate such
biases.

2.2. Visual Images and Group Biases

Numerous studies have confirmed the power of visual images, including photographs, to
influence groups’ perceptions, particularly outgroups, such as racial and ethnic minorities
(e.g., Hellmann & Oppermann, 2022). Visual images, especially photographs, are powerful
determinants of perception because of three properties. First, images are considered by most
audiences to be “real,” direct copies of reality, because “seeing is believing” (Bleiker & Kay,
2007). Second, images, more than narratives, evoke stronger emotions, generating excitement
and anxiety (Bleiker, 2019). Third, compared to verbal language, images are more universal
and can “travel more easily across linguistic and cultural boundaries” (Hellman
& Oppermann, 2022, p.182).

Photographs have influenced American public opinion about China and COVID-19, the
“war on terror,” environmental issues, and other public policy issues (e.g., Hellmann
& Oppermann, 2022; Boscarino, 2022). As a result, the recent surge in hate crimes and
aggressions against Asian Americans (Levin, 2021) raises two research questions with
implications for identifying intentions to mitigate the spread of anti-Asian hate: RQx1: What
visual primes in the media activate subconscious or latent prejudices toward Asian
Americans? More specifically, does the valence (positive or negative) of a photo linking Asian
Americans to COVID-19 influence opinions about COVID-19 and feelings toward Asian
Americans? RQ2: What visual primes in the media activate bystander intent to intervene when
they observe aggressions toward Asian Americans? Does the valence (positive or negative) of
a photo linking Asian Americans to COVID-19 influence the intent to intervene?

2.3. The Effects of Positive vs. Negative Images

Previous research suggests that the valence of primes or symbols in the environment, such as
verbal (e.g., news stories) and visual (e.g., photographs, cartoons), influences audience
responses to the depicted groups, particularly community outgroups such as ethnic
minorities. Arendt (2013) and Levin (2021), for example, provide evidence that news stories
depicting immigrants as criminals and as real and symbolic threats, compared to news stories
depicting immigrants as positive contributors to the economic and cultural health of the
community, led to negative feelings (warmth, negative stereotypes) and opinions about
immigrants (e.g., agreement with restricting immigration). Dasgupta and Greenwald (2001)
showed in laboratory experiments that positive exemplars (photos of admired Blacks and the
elderly) led to positive feelings and positive stereotypes, while photos of negative exemplars
led to negative feelings and negative stereotypes. Haft and Zhou (2021) also found that
exposure to negative media portrayals of China partially mediates group differences in
perceived discrimination toward Chinese Americans.

These studies and theories of priming (e.g., Bargh et al., 2012) support the present study’s
research and theoretical assumption: positive primes, such as photos, lead to positive
evaluations of related behavioral responses towards Asian Americans, while negative primes
lead to negative responses. Priming theories explain the connection between the valence of
the prime and audience responses as activation of stored perceptions of the depicted group,
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which can be a mix of positive and negative memory bits. The activation of positive or negative
responses depends on situational (e.g., the valence of the prime) and chronic individual
variables (e.g., political ideology). In this study, we explored the possible influence of negative
and positive photos on feelings, opinions, and intent to intervene in hate and other aggressive
behaviors toward Asians in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.4. Priming Theories

According to priming theories, by the time they are young adults, most people have
accumulated a store of emotional and cognitive representations of the environment, including
those of other people. Examples are biases and prejudices toward groups and their members.
These representations, accumulated from observations and experiences, are stored in long-
term memory and are mostly unconsciously held (e.g., Bargh el al., 2012). Al any given
moment, a person will not be consciously aware of a particular representation, such as bias
toward a group (e.g., racism). These stored representations can be activated (“drawn out”) by
“primes” in the environment, including the mere presence of the represented object, words
connecting an object to a stored representation, and images, such as a photo. When primes
are activated, the stored representation influences the perceiver’s behavior. Priming
activation requires little cognitive effort, which is a useful and relatively effortless heuristic
for dealing with the environment (e.g., Moskowitz, 2010).

2.5. Bystander Interventions

Interventions by bystanders have been studied as strategies to mitigate the harm to victims
from verbal and physical aggressions directed at members of marginalized groups. There is
consistent evidence that bystander interventions are effective in reducing harm from
aggressions toward bullied children and adolescents (e.g., Palmer et al., 2017), racial minorities
(e.g., Wallrich et al., 2021), victims of sexual assault (e.g., Kleinsasser et al., 2015), and children
of immigrants (e.g., Abbott & Cameron, 2014).

Bystander intervention is defined as the actions of a bystander that would interrupt the
agegressive behavior directed at the victim. Aggressive behaviors could be verbal (such as
name-calling and slurs) or physical (such as hitting or pushing). Bystander actions include
calling for help, verbal admonition to the aggressor, distracting the aggressor, or physically
restraining the aggressor (e.g., Abbott & Cameron, 2014). Besides interventions, bystanders
can ignore the observed aggression (doing nothing), prevent the victim from seeking help
(e.g., shutting a door), or enable the aggressor through verbal or physical encouragement.

Research has identified conditions that facilitate interventions (e.g., Wallrich et al., 2021;
Abbott & Cameron, 2014). These conditions include empathy, intergroup contact, cultural
openness, and other bystander support, such as group discussions, self-efficacy, and
knowledge of intervention strategies. These facilitators can be learned and rehearsed in
workshops and training programs.

In the current study, we look atinterventions to reduce the harm from aggression toward
Asian Americans. Bystander interventions have been a focus of anti-Asian hate programs,
mobilized by well-publicized incidents in which bystanders did nothing or facilitated the
aggression, such as shutting a door to a building in which a victim could seek refuge (Hsu,
2021). In response, anti-Asian hate advocates have pushed for better reporting of Asian hate
crimes and workshops on bystander interventions. For instance, one workshop offered by
Hollaback!, an advocacy group, trains bystanders in intervention tactics called “the Five Ds”:
distract, delegate, document, delay, and direct (Hsu, 2021).
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Anti-Asian hate organizations have proposed that bystander intervention can mitigate
ageression toward Asian Americans (e.g., Pham & Samuel, 2021). Recent research has shown that
intervention is facilitated by empathy and cultural openness and is suppressed by bias and negative
perceptions of the victim and their group (Abbott & Cameron, 2014). Our study, thus, investigates
whether photographic primes influence perceptions of Asian Americans and bystander intent to
intervene. Based on the principles of priming theory, we test the following hypotheses:

H-1: Adult Americans who see a positive photo of Asians engaged in controlling the spread of
COVID-19 will express more positive opinions of Asian Americans compared to adult Americans
who see a negative photo of Asians contributing to the spread of COVID-19.

H-2: Adult Americans who see the positive photo will express more positive feelings than adults
who see the negative photo.

H-3: Adult Americans who see the positive photo will express greater intent to intervene in
ageression toward Asian Americans compared to adult Americans who see the negative photo.

2.6. Activation Control and Political Ideology

Priming theories explain how symbols in the environment activate unconscious biases, typically
assuming that such activation is automatic and universal (e.g., Bargh et al., 2012). A competing theory
is activation control, which argues that the influence of primes depends on an individual’s
motivation and capacity to regulate these activated biases (e.g., Blair & Banaji, 1996;
Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022). This motivation is shaped by individual-level factors such as education,
political ideology, and information processing capacity.

Whereas traditional activation research focuses on how negative biases are triggered by
negative media images and how positive images might mitigate these biases, activation control
research emphasizes how individuals can suppress negative biases even when exposed to negative
primes. Activation control assumes that most people have unconscious biases (e.g., Greenwald,
Poehlman, Uhlmann & Banaji, 2009) but that upon activation, some individuals, depending on their
motivation and cognitive resources, respond in ways that counteract, or “control,” these biases. For
example, judges primed with Black stereotypes have been shown to give equal sentences to Black
and White defendants, demonstrating motivated bias control likely due to their professional
training, education, and self-selection (Rachlinski et al., 20009).

Several studies have shown that political ideology can also explain motivation to control biases
activated by negative primes (e.g., Arendt, 2013; Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022). Liberals are more likely
than conservatives to demonstrate activation control; conservatives are more likely than liberals to
demonstrate activation of negative biases.

The difference in responses to negative primes can be explained by how people who endorse
conservative ideologies process information and perceive their environment (e.g., Hodson
& Busseri, 2012). Compared with liberals, conservatives are more fearful and anxious about
outgroups, are more resistant to change, prefer order and predictability to change, and prefer
simple answers (such as “Yes” or “No”) to complex answers (e.g., Hodson & Busseri, 2012).

Surveys and experiments have suggested that “conservatives desire security, predictability and
authority more than liberals do, and liberals are more comfortable with novelty, nuance and
complexity” (Denworth, 2020). These findings are supported by recent research in political
neuroscience. Using brain scans, Haas et al. (2017) found that liberals, compared to conservatives,
showed greater brain activation in two brain regions associated with thought activity when
presented with information incongruent with existing beliefs. According to Haas el al. (2017),
increased brain activity in liberals indicated that liberals were more attentive to incongruent
information.
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Differences in information processing can explain why liberals and conservatives might
respond differently to positive and negative primes about groups that have been victims of prejudice.
Recent research has suggested that the effect of primes in activating evaluations of outgroups is
moderated by political ideology. Liberals and conservatives may respond differently to positive and
negative primes (e.g., Arendt, 2013; Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022). Holt et al. (2022) also found that the
effect of media frames, such as “Chinese Virus” versus the “COVID-19 virus,” on the public’s
attitudes and feelings of blame for the pandemic is moderated by political ideology. We seek
evidence for this proposition in our study of Asian Americans in the context of COVID-19. More
specifically, we ask whether activation by primes is influenced by political ideology. That is, RQ3:
Will liberals demonstrate activation control? Will conservatives demonstrate activation?

3. Methods
3.1. Design

We conducted a 2 x 2 mixed between-groups randomized online experiment to answer our research
questions and test hypotheses. Factor 1 was Photo valence (positive, depicting positive stereotypes
of Asians in controlling the spread of COVID-19, or negative, depicting negative stereotypes of Asians
contributing to the spread of COVID-19). Factor 2 was political ideology (liberal or conservative).

3.2. Participants

The study obtained an exemption certificate from the IRB at a public university in the Northwestern
United States. We recruited 400 White American adults aged 18 and older from the mTurk platform.
We recruited participants who self-reported their race as “White” as anti-Asian biases are attributed
mainly to White Americans (Yam, 2021). All the participants were given the consent form, read it, and
agreed to participate in the study voluntarily. After the completion of the study, $1 was distributed
to each respondent by mTurk. After cleaning the data, our final sample size was 236 (70.8% men). For
analysis involving political ideology, response categories were collapsed, resulting in 208 usable
observations.

The mTurk platform is a cost-efficient way to collect survey and experimental data. It allows a
higher generalizability of the findings with representative samples that would be difficult to reach
with other sampling methods (e.g., random surveys of adult Americans). Also, mTurk participants
are more likely to follow study instructions than other participants, such as college students (Hauser
& Schwarz, 2016).

3.3. Demographics

The average age of our participants was 35.51; 0.4% (N=1) of the respondents had some high school
experience, 6% (N=14) had a high school diploma, 3.4% (NV=_8) had some college experience, 1.3% (N=3)
held an associate degree, 60.6% (N=143) had a bachelor’s degree, 28% (N=66) had a master’s degree,
and 0.4% (NV=1) had a doctoral or professional degree.

3.4. Experimental Manipulations

The first independent variable was photo valence. We selected a positive or negative photo to
accompany a news report about COVID-19 booster shots in the context of some public discourse
blaming Asians for the spread of the virus. The positive photo showed Asian healthcare workers in
white gowns and masks loading medical equipment and supplies into a helicopter. The negative
photo showed an Asian man in a wet market with butchered meat on tables and dogs in a cage. The
positive photo showed Asians working to control the spread of the virus. The negative photo was a
vivid depiction of a wet market, which, according to some speculation in the United States, was the
source of the virus. The two photos were rated as the most positive and most negative portrayals of
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Asians in the context of COVID-19 from an array of six photos for each category (positive and
negative) by 34 undergraduate students in a public university in the Northwestern United States.
Each student was asked to evaluate every photo.

3.5. Manipulations Check

Participants were asked the following question: “To what extent does the photo that you have just
seen present a positive or a negative image of Asian Americans?” on a five-point Likert scale. Of 34
respondents, 26.47% (N=9) identified Photo 2 as “Very Negative” for the negative photo condition,
and 23.53% (N=38) identified the same photo as “Somewhat Negative”. Thus, 50% of respondents (N=17)
identified Photo 2 as, overall, “Negative”. This photo was used in the Negative Photo condition for
the experiment in this study.

Of 34 respondents, 32.35% (N=1) identified Photo 2 as “Very Positive” for the positive photo
condition, and 35.29% (N=12) identified the same photo as “Somewhat Positive™. Thus, 67.64% of
respondents (N=23) identified Photo 2 as, overall, “Positive”. This photo was used in the Positive
Photo condition for the experiment in this study.

3.6. Political Ideology

The second factor in our experiment was political ideology, measured by asking participants to self-
identify as very liberal, liberal, neither liberal nor conservative, conservative, or very conservative.
Based on previous studies showing little difference in bias perceptions of outgroups between “very
conservative” and “conservative” and between “very liberal” and “liberal” (e.g., Tan & Vishnevskaya,
2022), we collapsed responses into two categories: “liberal” and “conservative.” Those respondents
who self-identified as “neither liberal nor conservative” (11.9%, N = 28) were excluded from the
analysis. After collapsing the categories, 55.90% (N=132) of our respondents were “conservative” and
32.2% (N=76) were “liberal”.

3.7. Dependent Variables

We analyzed the effects of photo valence and political ideology on three dependent variables. The
measurement scales were adapted from recent Pew Research Center studies (Silver et al., 2021; Ruiz
etal., 2020).

Opinion on whether Asian Americans were responsible for spreading the COVID-19 virus was
measured with two five-point Likert scale items: “To what extent do you agree that Asian Americans
are responsible for the spread of COVID-19 in the United States?” (reverse-coded, M=2.22, S.E.=.07)
and “Asian-Americans in general have done a good job dealing with the COVID-19 outbreak”
(M=3.96, S.E.=.06). The correlation between these two items was .482. Single-item measures were
used in the analysis.

Although multiple-item measures typically have greater validity and reliability, employing
single-item measures can help decrease measurement error (e.g., Bergqvist & Rossiter, 2007;
Matthews et al., 2022; Santia et al., 2022). For example, Hoeppner et al. (2o11) provide evidence that
self-efficacy is best measured (has higher predictive validity) by a single item compared to a 20-item
scale.

Feelings towards Asian Americans were measured with a thermometer scale using the
following statement: “Please choose a ‘temperature’ between o and 100 that reflects your feelings
toward Asian Americans, where o represents the coldest possible feeling, and 100 is the warmest
possible feeling. Type in a temperature between o and 100 in the box below” (M=58.62, S.E.=1.54).

Intent to intervene was measured by a scale adapted from Abbott and Cameron (2014). We asked
our respondents whether and how they would intervene if witnessing either verbal slurs or physical
ageressions directed at Asian Americans. Intent to intervene in a situation with verbal slurs was
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measured using the following adapted item: “Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has
been an increase in aggressions and uncivil behaviors in the United States. In particular, there has
been a significant increase in aggressions directed towards Asian Americans, such as racial slurs and
physical violence. How would you react if you witnessedracial slurs directed at Asian
Americans? Please check all responses that you would do.” The response options presented to the
participants were the following: “I would try and make the victim feel better by comforting them,”
“I would tell the aggressor to stop,” “I would call 911 or other authority,” “I would go on my way and
do nothing” (M= 2.05, S.E. = .006).

Intent to intervene in a situation with physical violence was measured using the following
adapted item: “Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been an increase in aggressions
and uncivil behaviors in the United States. In particular, there has been a significant increase in
ageressions directed towards Asian Americans, such as racial slurs and physical violence. How
would you react if you witnessed physical violence directed at Asian Americans? Please check all
responses that you would do.” The response options were the following: “I would comfort the victim
by offering aid,” “I would tell the aggressor to stop,” “I would physically try to stop the aggressor
from inflicting harm to the victim,” “I would call 911 or other authority”, “I would go on my way and
do nothing” (M= 2.48, S.E. = .08).

The total number of response checks for both intent to intervene in a racial slur situation and
intent to intervene in a situation with physical violence was used as a measure of intent to intervene.

4. Procedures

Participants were randomly assigned to two experimental conditions. Participants in the positive
prime condition read a news report about COVID-19 booster shots accompanied by the positive
photo at the top of the report. Participants in the negative prime condition read the same news
report accompanied by the negative photo at the top.

This study relied on the participants’ exposure to a single stimulus. While using a repeated-
measures experimental design can help better understand the long-term effect of the consumed
media images on the subject of race, our study reveals the first sign of the effect that would have
been observed in the long run (e.g., Santia et al., 2022; Vishnevskaya et al., 2023).

Cell sizes were o1 for the positive stimulus and 117 for the negative stimulus. Participants
completed the survey through the mTurk platform by following the Qualtrics link attached to the
platform. At the end of the survey generated by Qualtrics, participants were asked to provide a
randomized four-digit code. After the survey was completed, participants received a $1 participation
incentive.

5. Results

5.1. Activation of Opinions and Feelings Toward Asian Americans

Two-way ANOVA analysis did not show significant main effects for prime (positive or negative
photo) on opinions about COVID-19 and feelings towards Asian Americans and intent to intervene
(RQ1, RQ2). Our priming hypotheses predicted that positive photos, compared to negative photos,
would activate more posilive opinions (H-1) and feelings (H-2) toward Asian Americans and would
activate a stronger intent to intervene when aggressions toward Asian Americans are observed (H-
3). The mean scores of the positive and negative prime groups did not differ significantly for each
dependent variable at a=0.05. Therefore, the main effects hypotheses were also rejected.

5.2. Activation Control

We tested the moderating role of political ideology for opinions, feelings, and intent to intervene
(RQ3). Two-way ANOVA analyses showed that the moderating effect of political ideology approached
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statistical significance for two outcome variables: feelings toward Asian Americans and intent to
intervene against physical violence toward Asian Americans. The moderating effect of political
ideology was not significant for opinions toward Asian Americans or for intent to intervene in the
racial slur scenario.

For Feelings, the overall model (Model 1) was not statistically significant: '(3,204) = 1.198, p=.312.
However, the interaction of photo valence x political ideology approached statistical significance: F
(1,204) = 3.0, p <.05) (Table 1).

Table 1. Two-Way ANOVA Results for the Impact of Photo Stimuli and Political Ideology on
Feelings Towards Asian Americans — Model 1

Variable Type Il SS df MS F Sig. n;
Photo Stimuli 458.223 1 458.223 .835 .362 .004
Political Ideology 89.085 1 89.085 162 .687 .001

Photo Stimuli x

" 1,651.940 1 1,651.940 3.011 .084 .015
Political Ideology
Error 111,918.210 204 548.619
Total 861,371.000 208

Note: R? = .017 (Adj. R? = .003). *p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001.

Source: Own elaboration.

The analyses of the feeling thermometer means (Table 2) indicated that among liberals,
feelings toward Asian Americans were more positive in the negative photo group (M =
65.26, SD = 20.56) compared to the positive photo group (M = 56.26, SD = 22.45). In contrast,
conservatives expressed slightly more negative feelings in the negative photo group (M =
58.00, SD = 23.60) compared to the positive photo group (M = 60.79, SD = 25.60).

Table 2. Estimated Means of Feelings in Response to Photo Stimuli by Political Ideology — Model 1

Photo Stimuli Ideology Mean SD N
Conservative 60.79 25.60 57

Positive Image Liberal 56.26 22.45 34
Total 59.10 24.44 91

Conservative 58.00 23.60 75

Negative Image Liberal 65.26 20.56 42
Total 60.671 22.74 117

Conservative 59.20 24.43 132

Total Liberal 61.24 21.75 76
Total 59.95 23.45 208

Significance level: p < .05

Source: Own elaboration.

These results suggest that the negative photo prompted liberals to control activated
unconscious negative biases by rating Asian Americans more positively (i.e., evidence of
activation control among liberals). Conservatives did not exhibit such control of biases; for
them, the negative photo reinforced existing negative biases, resulting in slightly more negative
mean Scores.
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5.3. Bystander Intervention, Racial Slurs

For bystander intervention in the racial slur scenario, the overall model (Model 2) was
statistically significant: F (3,204) = 3.235, p <.05. The moderating role of political ideology
on the stimuli effects was not statistically significant: F (1,204) = 1.379, p = .242. The main
effect of political ideology on intent to intervene when a racial slur is observed was found
statistically significant: F (1, 204) = 7.411, p <.05 (Table 3).

Table 3. Two-Way ANOVA Results for the Impact of Photo Stimuli and Political Ideology on Intent
to Intervene (Racial Slur) — Model 2

Variable Type Il SS df MS F Sig. n;
Photo Stimuli 747 1 747 857 .356 .004
Political Ideology 6.456 1 6.456 7.411 .007** .035
Photo Stimuli x 1.201 1 1.201 1.379 242 007
Political Ideology

Error 177.733 204 871

Total 1,071.000 208

Note: R? = .045 (Adj. R? = .031). *p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001.

Source: Own elaboration.

The results show that liberals who saw the negative photo expressed greater intention to
intervene when observing racial slurs directed at Asian Americans (M = 1.85, SD = .95)
compared to liberals who saw the positive photo (M = 1.82, SD = .75). Conservatives, on the
other hand, showed a decrease in intent to intervene from the positive photo condition
(M = 2.35, 8D = 1.04) to the negative photo condition (M = 2.06, SD = .90) (Table 4).

Table 4. Estimated Means for Bystander Intervention (Racial Slurs) in Response to Photo Stimuli
by Political Ideology — Model 2

Photo Stimuli Ideology Mean SD N
Conservative 2.35 1.04 57
Positive Image Liberal 1.82 75 34
Total 2.15 97 91
Conservative 2.06 90 75
Negative Image Liberal 1.85 .95 42
Total 1.99 92 117
Conservative 2.18 .97 132
Total Liberal 1.84 .86 76
Total 2.06 94 208

Significance level: p < .05

Source: Own elaboration.

5.4. Bystander Intervention, Physical Aggression

For bystander intervention in the physical aggression scenario, the overall model (Model
3) was also statistically significant: F (3,204) = 3.441, p <.05. The moderating role of political
ideology on the stimuli effects approached statistical significance: F (1,204) = 2.816, p <
.05. The main effect of political ideology on intent to intervene when physical violence
towards Asian Americans is observed was found statistically significant: F (1, 204) = 7.883,
p <.05 (Table s5).

138

ISSN 2386-7876 — © 2026 Communication & Society, 39(1), 128-144



Vishnevskaya, A., Bolls, P., Zhang, 7., & Tan, A.
Countering Asian American hate: media primes, feelings, opinions
and bystander intervention in the context of COVID-19

Table 5. Two-Way ANOVA Results for the Impact of Photo Stimuli and Political Ideology on Intent
to Intervene (Physical Violence) — Model 3

Variable Type 11l SS df MS F Sig. n;
Photo Stimuli 183 1 183 17 .740 .001
Political Ideology 13.020 1 13.020 7.883 .005** .037

Photo Stimuli x

" 4.651 1 4.651 2.816 .095 .014
Political Ideology
Error 336.947 204 1.652
Total 861,371.000 208

Note: R? = .048 (Adj. R? = .034). *p < .05, **p < .01, and ***p < .001.

Source: Own elaboration.

In this model, the results indicate that liberals expressed a stronger intent to intervene in
cases of physical aggression towards Asian Americans when shown a negative photo (M =
2.31, SD = 1.07) compared to when they saw a positive photo (M = 2.05, SD = 1.01).
Conservatives reported less intent to intervene when they saw a negative photo (M = 2.52,
SD = 1.44) compared to when they saw a positive photo (M = 2.89, SD = 1.34).

Our results showed evidence of activation control by liberals and activation of bias by
conservatives. These results suggest that liberals controlled their biases activated by the
negative photo by expressing greater intent to intervene, whereas conservatives
demonstrated bias activation without control, as their intent to intervene was weaker
when the negative photo was shown. We discuss these findings and their implications in
the next section of our manuscript.

6. Discussion

In this study, our goal was to explore the impact of visual primes (positive and negative)
linking Asian Americans to COVID-19 on activating subconscious prejudices (RQu).
Contrary to Hypothesis 1 (H1), our findings indicate that exposure to positive images did
not result in significantly more positive opinions of Asian Americans compared to
exposure to negative images. Similarly, Hypothesis 2 (H2) was not supported. Our findings
suggest that positive images do not significantly enhance positive feelings toward Asian
Americans compared to negative images. We also examined how visual primes affect the
intent to intervene in aggressions toward Asian Americans (RQ2). Hypothesis 3 (I13),
predicting greater intent to intervene following exposure to positive images, was not
supported. Instead, our findings showed that the intent to intervene was influenced
primarily by the interaction of image valence and political ideology rather than image
valence alone (RQ3).

These findings challenge traditional activation theories, which suggest that negative
visual primes universally activate negative biases, and positive primes mitigate them
(e.g., Bargh et al., 2012). Instead, consistent with activation control theory (e.g., Arendt,
2013; Blair & Banaji, 1996; Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022), our findings emphasize that
individual-level differences, particularly political ideology, can significantly moderate
these effects. More specifically, in this study, we found evidence of activation control by
liberals and activation by conservatives in the context of anti-Asian prejudice. Liberals
demonstrated activation control, responding to negative primes with more positive
feelings and greater intent to intervene in physical aggressions due to heightened
motivation to control biases, as explained by theories of stereotype inhibition

139

ISSN 2386-7876 — © 2026 Communication & Society, 39(1), 128-144



Vishnevskaya, A., Bolls, P., Zhang, 7., & Tan, A.
Countering Asian American hate: media primes, feelings, opinions
and bystander intervention in the context of COVID-19

(Moskowitz, 2010). Conservatives showed activation, with negative images reinforcing
negative biases and reducing intent to intervene. Overall, these findings align with
research on biases toward other marginalized groups, where ideology consistently
moderates responses (e.g., Arendt, 2013; Tan & Vishnevskaya, 2022).

Our study also emphasizes that the moderating effect of political ideology was
observed only in the situation of physical violence against Asian Americans but not racial
slurs, suggesting that physical threats may trigger stronger motivations for intervention
(e.g., Mainwaring et al., 2022; Reynolds et al., 2023) whereas verbal aggressions might be
perceived as less severe, thus diminishing ideological differences in response.

Thus, our findings indicate that media primes alone do not influence public attitudes
toward Asian Americans. Rather, their effectiveness significantly depends on the
audience’s political ideology. Among conservatives, negative images reinforce existing
biases. Among liberals, negative images can result in activation control and reduce biases.
Bystander interventions are activated by positive images among conservatives and are
facilitated by negative images among liberals.

7. Recommendations and Limitations

7.1. Recommendations

A key practical implication of these findings is for content creators of news and
entertainment to include balanced portrayals of Asian Americans, as suggested by
organizations like the Asian American Journalists Association and scholars of media and
race (Wilson et al., 2013; Tan, 2021a, 2021b). These portrayals should avoid perpetuating
exclusively negative narratives, which might reinforce biases among certain groups (e.g.,
conservatives), and instead offer nuanced, realistic representations that prompt reflection
and activation control. More specifically, in the context of the global pandemic, such
examples of balanced portrayals could have included news stories featuring Asian
American healthcare professionals actively working on the front lines during the COVID-
19 pandemic, emphasizing their contributions to the safety of the community.

Media entertainment, in turn, could portray Asian American characters in roles that
break stereotypes, such as lead roles in dramas, action series, or portrayals of everyday
life rather than exoticized or villainized characters. Media producers could also explicitly
highlight collaborative efforts between Asian American communities and broader societal
groups to counter misinformation and prejudice, offering audiences role models to whom
they can relate and who encourage positive social actions.

Overall, journalists and media professionals should be aware that words and images
do matter and that the effects on audiences will also depend on existing predispositions
such as political ideology. For bystanders, intervention may depend on the activation and
control of implicit biases. Narratives and images tailor-fitted to address these biases can
motivate intervention and control of negative prejudices.

The existing studies also focus on intent to intervene in interpersonal relationships
and do not refer to multicultural relationships in a given society. As a result, our study
prompts future research to understand the patterns of hate behavior (verbal and physical)
towards minority groups in the U.S. and their prevention mechanisms.

Last but not least, theoretically, the influence of primes depends on third variables,
such as political ideology, and the literature on information processing and activation
control of implicit biases can explain why self-identified liberals and conservatives
respond differently to positive and negative primes. Future research, however, should
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further investigate why verbal aggressions are less moderated by ideological differences
and how intervention strategies might differ accordingly.

7.2. Limitations

Our study also has some limitations. First, this study examined the short-term effects of
single media exposure using single-item measures. Future research should incorporate
longitudinal designs and multi-item scales to validate findings over time. Second, our
sample consisted exclusively of adult white Americans, limiting generalizability to more
diverse populations. Future studies should replicate our methodology with a more diverse
sample.

Finally, although we examined political ideology as a moderator, other individual
differences, such as educational background, personal contact with Asian Americans, and
explicit biases, likely contribute to activation or control responses. Future research
should systematically explore these potential moderators to improve the understanding
of prejudice activation mechanisms and effective intervention strategies.
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