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Objective. This study explores the effect of Donald Trump’s candidacy, and first year in office, on
Asian-American linked fate. We argue that the use of anti-Asian and anti-immigrant messaging
during the 2016 election, and the enactment of discriminatory policies once elected, increased
feelings of panethnic linked fate among Asian Americans. Method. To test our hypotheses, we
assess Asian Americans’ levels of linked fate before the 2016 election, immediately after the 2016
election, and one year after the 2016 election with several time-series surveys. Results. We find that
Asian-American linked fate is higher after the election and remains high one year later. Qualitative
data collected through open-ended survey responses suggest that the increase in panethnic linked
fate can be at least partially attributed to Trump’s discriminatory rhetoric. Conclusion. The results
have implications for Asian-American political behavior, particularly mobilization, by invoking
collective action through panethnic linked fate.

In the 2016 presidential election, Donald Trump used many anti-immigration messages
to mobilize supporters. From chants of “build the wall” heard at Trump rallies to threats
of ending the DACA program, Trump clearly signaled to voters that he would not support
the immigration policies of his predecessor Barack Obama. Though much of the rhetoric
focused on Latinos, Asian Americans were specifically targeted several times, including
when Trump mocked a Chinese accent and when he threatened to cut off immigration
from the Philippines. Trump’s anti-immigrant and anti-Asian rhetoric, coupled with the
noted increase in acts of anti-Asian discrimination,1 may have activated Asian Americans’
panethnic linked fate.

Such a finding would be significant for our understanding of American politics for sev-
eral reasons. First, it would provide evidence that external political threats play a significant
role in determining the salience of group cohesion for Asian Americans, an understudied
population. Recent research demonstrates that underrepresented groups such as Latinos
develop panethnic linked fate in response to perceptions of threat (see Vargas, Sanchez,
and Valdez, 2017). However, little is known about whether Asian Americans respond sim-
ilarly. The unique circumstances of Trump’s candidacy and election allow us to test the
role of political threat in activating Asian-American panethnic linked fate. Second, Asian
Americans are a heterogeneous group in terms of culture, language, and immigration his-
tory and, thus, generally have low levels of linked fate (Masuoka, 2006). This heterogeneity
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1See 〈https://www.huffpost.com/entry/carl-higbie-japanese-internment-asian-americans_n_582de0dae4b
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serves as a good test case to better understand the factors that have the potential to unify
seemingly disparate groups.

In this article, we test whether Trump’s election to the White House increased a sense of
panethnic linked fate among Asian Americans and whether those feelings were sustained
over time. To assess this relationship, we use unique, cross-sectional, time-series data that
asked different samples of Asian Americans about their levels of linked fate a week before
the 2016 election, a week after the 2016 election, and a year following the 2016 elec-
tion. Our findings suggest an increased expression of panethnic linked fate among Asian
Americans one week following the election, and that the increase is sustained one year into
the Trump presidency. Additionally, our qualitative evidence suggests that the increase in
panethnic linked fate can be at least partially attributed to Trump’s discriminatory rhetoric.

Asian-American Linked Fate

Linked fate is the concept that an individual’s life chances are tied to the fate of his
or her racial or ethnic group (Dawson, 1995). Individuals with high levels of linked fate
may develop group consciousness, and thus make political decisions based on the relative
status of their racial/ethnic group. The concept of linked fate was first introduced to better
understand African Americans’ cohesiveness and uniformity in political behavior (see, e.g.,
Dawson, 1995; Simien, 2005; Gay, 2004). Dawson (1995) and Tate (1994) argue that
blacks’ common sociohistorical legacy with racism in the United States combined with
continuing perceptions of discrimination have increased their sense of a common racial
bond. While present in other groups, racial linked fate tends to be highest among African
Americans (Masuoka, 2006).

For the most part, Asian Americans do not share the same historical legacies in the
United States as African Americans, or even with one another. As a racial group, Asian
Americans are more diverse in terms of their national origin and immigration histories.
As Junn and Masuoka (2008) point out, no one Asian nationality group is predominant
in the United States and there is great diversity in the languages spoken within Asian-
American communities. Additionally, a large segment of the Asian-American population
was born outside of the United States or are children of immigrants (Wong et al., 2001).
For these reasons, several studies that explore Asian-American identity formation find that
this group is less likely to develop a racial identity that might increase feelings of panethnic
linked fate in the same manner as African Americans (Lien et al., 2004; Masuoka, 2006;
Skulley and Haynes, n.d.). However, others, such as Wong et al. (2005) and Junn and
Masuoka (2008), demonstrate that group consciousness is malleable and that under the
right political context, particularly one in which racial identity is primed by politicians,
Asian Americans’ latent panethnic linked fate may become activated.

Based on this research, there is good reason to suspect that external political threats
may play a role in shaping feelings of panethnic linked fate among Asian Americans.
Research demonstrates that hostile political actors can influence perceptions of interper-
sonal discrimination, which may lead to increased feelings of group cohesion. Almeida
et al. (2016) find that Latinos in states where anti-immigration legislation is passed are
much more likely to perceive encountering ethnic discrimination and experience an in-
crease in panethnic linked fate. Similarly, Schildkraut (2014) shows that whites who were
in contexts with a growing number of racial minorities felt discriminated against, activat-
ing a sense of group identity. The same logic may apply to Asian Americans, who may
feel that when politicians are hostile to their group, they face more societal threats and
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discrimination. This may prime a shared identity and activate a sense of panethnic linked
fate, which may influence political behavior, as recent studies suggest. Phoenix and Arora
(2018) found that fear expressed during the 2016 election had a strong mobilizing effect
on Asian Americans, while Kuo, Malhotra, and Mo (2017) found that perceptions of social
exclusion among Asian Americans lead to an aversion for the Republican Party.

There is also good reason to believe that Trump’s election may have increased Asian
Americans’ perceptions of and experiences with discrimination, thus increasing their lev-
els of panethnic linked fate. Trump levied numerous attacks on Asian Americans dur-
ing his campaign. These attacks continued during his presidency as he mocked accents2

and targeted visa programs frequently used by Asian immigrants.3 While the attacks of-
ten targeted one ethnic group, the combination of attacks presented a broader pattern of
anti-Asian sentiment, which may have unified Asian Americans. Moreover, while Asian
Americans vary significantly in their nationality, they are often lumped together by others
(Espiritu, 1992). As a result, an attack on any Asian-American nationality may lead to
spillover attacks on others.4 Wu (2009), for example, showed that negative rhetoric toward
one Asian-American nationality group often leads to an increase in hate crimes against
Asian Americans of a different nationality. As a result, Asian Americans may feel concerned
when any group within their panethnic identity is attacked.

Additionally, Trump’s election into office may have signaled to Asian Americans that
voters found his anti-immigrant, anti-Asian rhetoric appealing; moreover, his election into
office meant he could deliver on his campaign promises. Phoenix and Arora (2018) found
a significant relationship between linked fate and the expression of fear and anger among
Asian Americans during the 2016 election. Moreover, Lu and Jones (2019) suggest that di-
rect experience with discrimination is not necessary for linked fate to develop; a perception
of discrimination may be enough. Given previous findings, we hypothesize that Trump’s
attacks on Asian Americans and immigrants, in combination with his election to the White
House, may heighten perceptions of discrimination among Asian Americans and activate
panethnic linked fate and that the effect will be sustained into Trump’s presidency.

Methodology

To test our hypotheses, we conducted two surveys on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk
(MTurk). The first survey was collected from November 1, 2016 to November 14, 2016.
Roughly two-thirds of the respondents took the survey before Election Day (N = 102) and
about one-third of the respondents took the survey after Election Day (N = 55). Because
the political context and economic conditions remained almost constant across this two-
week period and the most notable change was the election of Trump, we can gain some
insight into how perceived threats like the outcome of the 2016 election may shape Asian-
American panethnic linked fate. Additionally, given that any effect of an election may be
temporary, we also commissioned a second survey that was collected roughly one year later,
from December 20 to December 27, 2017 (N = 310). In each survey, respondents were
paid 50 cents to complete a survey that took on average nine minutes to complete. All
respondents in both surveys identify as Asian American.

2See 〈https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/trump-asian-accent-mock-south-korea-japan-
870252/〉.

3See 〈https://theconversation.com/trumps-suspension-of-h-1b-visas-is-a-racist-attack-on-immigrants-
and-a-bad-move-for-the-economy-141329〉.

4See 〈https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2020-04-01/coronavirus-anti-asian-discrimination-
threats〉.
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TABLE 1

Comparison of Asian-American Respondents’ Demographic Data Across Both MTurk Samples,
the NAAS, and the General U.S. Population of Asian Americans

November 2016
Survey

December 2017
Survey 2016 NAAS

U.S.
Population

Age 33 31 52 36
Native born 70 12 41
Bachelor’s degree 73 60 60 51
Female 48 41 46 52
Chinese 24 24 24
Indian 17 21 20
Filipino 12 12 19
Korean 14 12 9
Vietnamese 7 14 9
Japanese 9 10 7

It is important to note that MTurk surveys use an opt-in rather than a national random
sample. Thus, our data set was not purposely sampled to be representative of the popula-
tion. As a result, the analysis below should be taken with caution given our sampling strat-
egy. However, though we did not sample a random portion of the Asian-American popu-
lation, our survey does have several advantages. First, it is the only survey we are aware of
that asked Asian Americans about panethnic linked fate directly before and after the 2016
election. Second, though not a nationally representative sample, Table 1 demonstrates that
our samples are comparable in many ways to the 2016 National Asian American Survey
(NAAS) (a survey collected only before the 2016 election) and the U.S. Census. The only
major divergences are that the MTurk sample has a higher proportion of respondents born
in the United States. Given this information, we have confidence that the findings in our
MTurk sample can be extrapolated, albeit with caution, to Asian Americans nationally.5

Third, the biases presented by MTurk’s sampling method are unlikely to change between
the first and second surveys. Even if the point estimate for linked fate is unrepresentative,
it is unlikely that the increase in linked fate from one time point to the next is a product
of bias. Finally, Asian-American respondent levels of panethnic linked fate in our pre-
Trump sample (65.68 respondents say that they have “some” or “a lot” of Asian-American
panethnic linked fate) is higher than that of the NAAS (52.79 respondents say that they
have some or a lot of Asian-American panethnic linked fate), which was taken two months
before our survey. The higher starting position of our baseline group provides a more
conservative test of our theory as ceiling effects provide less room for Asian Americans as a
group to increase in their linked fate in our sample.

Our panethnic linked fate measure for this project is created using two questions. The
first asked respondents: “Do you think that what happens generally to Asian Americans
in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?” Those who
responded yes were given the question: “How much does what happens to Asian Americans
affect you?” Respondents were then given three choices: 1 = “A little”; 2 = “Some”; and
3 = “A lot” with which to answer. We use a combination of these questions to create a
four-point scale that ranges from 1 = No Asian-American linked fate to 4 = A lot of
Asian-American linked fate.

5We did not ask about national origin in the 2016 survey.
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Our main independent variable of interest is the timing in which the respondent took
the survey. As such, we break our two surveys into three distinct time points. The first
includes all Asian-American respondents who completed the first survey from November
1, 2016, to midnight Pacific Standard Time (PST) on November 8, 2016 (T1-pre-Trump
group). The second group includes those who took that same survey but during the period
of November 9 (T2–immediately after Trump’s election) to November 14. The final group
completed the second survey a little over a year after Trump’s election—December 20–27,
2017 (T3). Our analysis compares Asian Americans in the pre-Trump group to those who
completed the survey a week after his election and again approximately a year after his
election.

Since our survey sample was not nationally representative or randomly distributed across
these time frames, we include several control variables to ensure that our results are not
driven by imbalances in our analysis. In particular, we control for age, income, education,
partisanship, and ideology. Unfortunately, our first survey does not include measures for
discrimination, nativity, or nationality, so we are unable to control for these variables.
It is important to note that the surveys used for this analysis were originally used in a
separate experiment that explored how Asian-American and white authors advocating for
Black Lives Matter influence support for the movement; Asian Americans were placed in
one of three treatment groups.6 To ensure that the treatments in these surveys are not
influencing our results, we include controls for treatment in the models. This control is
particularly important given that in each survey, the treatment was presented before asking
about linked fate.

Results

Table 27 presents ordered logit regression results predicting Asian-American panethnic
linked fate using time as the main independent variable of interest. Figure 1 presents cor-
responding marginal effects for Asian-American linked fate derived from the model pre-
sented in Table 2. The results in Table 2 and Figure 1 demonstrate that even controlling
for several factors, Asian Americans who were asked about their levels of linked fate a week
after the 2016 election and Asian Americans who were asked about levels of linked fate a
year after the election have significantly higher levels of panethnic linked fate than Asian
Americans asked just one week before the election. Not only is this relationship signifi-
cant, it is also substantial. Holding constant several variables, the predicted probability of
expressing “a lot” of linked fate increases by over 10 percent between the week prior to
Trump’s election to the White House and one week after the 2016 election. In fact, after
Trump’s election the probability of Asian Americans identifying with “a lot” of linked fate
is over 50 percent. This is true both one week and about one year after Trump’s election.

6In our experiment, we created a letter that mimicked the website Letters for Black Lives. We ensured that
respondents knew the topic of the letter through a headline that read “An Asian American’s/White American’s
letter of support for the Black Lives Matter movement.” We also varied the race of the author from being
Asian American to being white.

7The results remain the same when we rescale linked fate on a one-point scale and estimate an OLS re-
gression. See the supplementary Appendix for these results, descriptive statistics, and an explanation of the
data.
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TABLE 2

Ordered Logit Regression Predicting Asian-American Linked Fate Before and After Trump’s
Election

Asian-American Linked Fate
(1–4)

1 week after 2016 election 0.75∗∗

(0.33)
1 year After 2016 election 0.65∗∗∗

(0.23)
Female 0.28

(0.19)
Education −0.01

(0.07)
Age −0.00

(0.01)
Income 0.00

(0.00)
Democrat 0.39

(0.24)
Republican −0.02

(0.31)
Ideology 0.22∗

(0.12)
Treatment 1 0.17

(0.23)
Treatment 2 0.39∗

(0.23)
Cut 1 0.33

(1.07)
Cut 2 0.70

(1.07)
Cut 3 2.01∗

(1.07)
Observations 434

NOTE: ∗∗∗p < 0.01; ∗∗p < 0.05; ∗p < 0.1. Standard errors are in parentheses.

Qualitative Results

We asked respondents in the sample collected in December 2017: “Have you experi-
enced a growing sense of connection to other Asian Americans following the 2016 Pres-
idential Election?” For the 33 percent of respondents who answered yes, we asked the
follow-up question: “In two to three sentences, could you explain why you have experi-
enced a growing sense of connection to other Asian Americans?" We then hand-coded the
responses into four categories; discrimination, immigration, Trump, and miscellaneous.
Responses were categorized as discrimination if the explanation mentioned instances of
discrimination. One respondent stated: “The climate [of ] open racism being expressed by
many angry white people has led me to feel the need to promote and seek promotion by
other Asian American workers in my field…This isn’t helped by all of the police shootings
of black Americans and open hatred of brown and Muslim Americans, which makes me
feel like, ’I could be next’.”

Similarly, responses were categorized as immigration if respondents mentioned
immigration-related issues. For example, one respondent said, “I worry about new
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FIGURE 1

Predicted Asian-American Linked Fate (1 = None and 4 = A Lot) Before and After Trump’s
Election to the White House Based on Ordered Logit Regression

immigration policies impacting my family or friends. I think about their lives and stories
a lot more than I used to and how they are just as American.” If Trump was mentioned or
clearly alluded to8 in a negative or threatening manner, then responses were coded into the
Trump category. One respondent said, “I feel us Asians and other minorities have to stick
together and be loyal to each other in light of the hatred perpetuated by this new Presi-
dent. I feel only us Asians can truly understand each other and what we go through.” If a
respondent gave any other explanation that did not fall into the first three categories, then
the responses were categorized as miscellaneous. For example, the following statement was
categorized as both Trump and discrimination: “The really worst thing that Trump has
accomplished is to unleash the simmering white antagonism towards (it seems) everyone
that is not white. Sure, there has been a powerful and opposing white backlash but mi-
norities are kind of giving up on whites for help.” Responses could be coded into multiple
categories.

Figure 2 presents the percentage of responses in each of the four categories (discrimi-
nation, immigration, Trump, or miscellaneous). The results of our content coding of the
open-ended question suggest that growing fears about discrimination and Trump largely
drive the growth in Asian-American linked fate. Responses of discrimination (30.1 per-
cent) and specific mentions of Trump (60.2 percent) are significantly more common than
the miscellaneous category (24.3 percent) based on a two-sample t-test. Several comments
show that the increase in linked fate is tied to fears about the general political envi-
ronment rather than individual experiences with discrimination. Respondents mention
“growing racism in the USA today,” “how discriminatory/prejudice(d) people are in this

8Examples of alluding to Trump include saying “when he was elected,” “his election,” or other similar
phrases.
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FIGURE 2

Content-Coded Responses Answering a Question Why Asian Americans Experienced an
Increase in Linked Fate After the 2016 Election

country,” and “simmering white antagonism towards (it seems) everyone that is not white.”
Numerous comments emphasize the importance of Asian Americans coming together in
the face of external threat.

A comment made by one respondent is emblematic of the shifting environment created
by the election of Trump: “Covert racists seem to be emboldened from the Trump pres-
idency. As such, there is comfort in confiding in fellow Asian Americans who similarly
feel threatened.” The content analysis provides additional support for our hypotheses that
Trump’s election heightened fear about discrimination, which in turn increased panethnic
linked fate among Asian Americans.

Conclusion

Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial group in the United States (Hoeffel et al.,
2012) and are increasingly becoming an important voting bloc in American politics. While
this racial/ethnic group currently represents less than 6 percent of the total national popu-
lation, geographic concentration in states like Hawaii, California, and New Jersey increase
Asian-American voting power. However, it remains an open question whether there is
unification among Asian-American voters. While Asian Americans tend to support the



Asian-American Panethnicity in the Trump Era 2191

Democratic Party, as recently as the 1990s the community was viewed as a potential Re-
publican voting bloc.

Our findings suggest that Asian Americans appear to feel a deeper connection to one
another following the 2016 presidential election. Linked fate has long been shown to in-
fluence the political behavior of racial and ethnic minorities and increased feelings of linked
fate may be one reason why Asian-American Democratic support increased in 2016 even
while Democratic support from other racial minority groups declined (Masuoka et al.,
2018) and why Asian Americans became activated into politics (Lin, 2020). Our study
suggests that Trump’s hostile rhetoric may have increased Asian-American linked fate.
The results of this study have implications for American politics. Specifically, this study
demonstrates that hostile politicians may play a large role in bringing marginalized groups
together to build cross-racial coalitions (Lu, 2020; Zheng, 2019). When Republicans use
anti-immigration policies to mobilize their base, they are in danger of alienating the fastest
growing racial group.

While this study addresses an important topic, several important questions remain.
First, our research design was conducted on a nonnationally representative sample of Asian
Americans. While our own comparisons of our MTurk sample and the 2016 NAAS show
statistical similarities in key demographics, future work may try to replicate this finding
with a nationally representative data set. This would be particularly helpful in understand-
ing the dynamics of linked fate among first-generation Asian Americans, a population that
was underrepresented in our samples. However, it is important to note that there is no
national data set that we are aware of that asks about linked fate and is collected before
and after the election of Trump in 2016. Our data set, though imperfect, is useful for un-
derstanding changes in Asian-American linked fate given the impossibility of replicating
the unique circumstances of the 2016 presidential election.

Second, future studies should assess whether other marginalized groups responded to the
Trump candidacy as Asian Americans did. Additionally, future research should disaggregate
which Asian-American nationalities respond to group threats. AAPI political behavior is
nuanced and the effects of political stimuli often vary by national origin group (Sadhwani,
2020). Our own cursory analysis asking respondents in the December 2017 wave of our
survey whether they have experienced an increase in linked fate after the 2016 election
demonstrates that South Asians are somewhat more likely than East Asians (p < 0.1)
to have felt an increase in feelings of linked fate. Finally, future research should explore
whether changes in Asian-American linked fate after the 2016 election were driven by
hostile rhetoric, fear of policy changes, or both. Our own analysis of the qualitative data
suggests it is both. However, future work may find it useful to systematically test this
possibility. While more work is necessary, this study provides an important contribution to
our understanding of Asian-American linked fate and the role of external political threats
in shaping group identity.
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