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International students make significant contributions to social and cultural diversity in
the UK. However, there has been a rise in hate crimes and aggression against East Asian
and Southeast Asian communities in the UK (He et al., 2020; Coates, 2020).
Discriminatory incidents against these communities in shops and restaurants within
local Chinese neighbourhoods across the UK are also widely documented, 

Recent research suggests university students in many UK cities are more likely to
become victims of robbery and other crimes. However, Chinese students are far less
likely to report such incidents (Curtis, 2003). After the COVID 19 outbreak, racial
discrimination became one of the main concerns of Chinese and East Asian students  as
they decide whether to study in the UK or not (ABCP, 2020).

Sadly, some of our initial research also revealed that Chinese international students had
reported no incidents through the official channels despite several incidents being told    
by students during our interviews.

This report addresses five key questions about Chinese students’ experiences of COVID
19-related aggression. We gathered data on the frequency, context, and number of
reports on these incidents.

Three types of data were collected for the study: 
  Freedom of Information (FOI) requests 
  An online survey 
  Semi-structured interviews

FOI Requests 

Freedom of Information (FOI) requests were submitted to 36 police departments in
England, Wales and Scotland. Where possible, a keyword search of ‘hate crimes’ was
used. The investigation was done on existing FOI requests dating back to December
2020.

FOI requests were also sent to the top 20 universities in the UK that had the highest
number of international students from China.

Executive Summary
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37.9% experienced COVID 19-discrimination, harassment, prejudice, or
stigmatisation. 
74% personally knew at least one Chinese or Asian student being harassed or
insulted; and
16.8% said they experienced physical assault at least once. 
23.7% who experienced discrimination had reported it to their universities.
Only 23.3% of respondents who experienced discrimination reported it to the
police.
About 20% did not know how to report their cases to the university,
About 26% did not know how to make a police report if they were discriminated
against.

The information gathered helped provide context on the prevalence of racially
motivated hate crimes against Chinese individuals. However, the data provided by the
police forces were not comparable with each other. Ethnicities were categorised
differently in each area. Some information about victims’ ethnic backgrounds was not
collected. Not all police departments stated whether the hate crime was relevant to the
victim’s ethnicity.

Online survey

We invited postgraduate and undergraduate students from 29 publicly funded
universities. We received a total of 158 valid responses. The qualitative data reveals that
many Chinese students have heard from the news or their friends about physical
attacks happening to Chinese-looking people who wear masks. Results also indicate
that fear resulting from this awareness heightened Chinese students' sense of ethnic
isolation and lack of belonging in British society as international students.

The following are some of the most significant findings from this survey:

Interviews

We interviewed 25 students from 13 universities and looked into whether and how
respondents experience racism and aggression, their perceptions about COVID 19, and
how they communicated their knowledge about these experiences. 
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Some did not feel the need to contact the police because their cases were perceived
as ‘micro-aggressions’.
Many interviewees expressed profound distrust of the British police.

Although instances of COVID 19-related aggression were classed as mostly
‘microaggressions’, most of the victims knew people who also underwent similar
experiences or had heard about such incidents. Seven out of 24 interviewees underwent
negative experiences after the COVID 19 outbreak. 

Most people who experienced COVID 19-related aggression said they did not approach
the police afterwards or would not consider reporting if such incidents happened to
them. The following reasons were outlined:

Implications for universities and policymakers

The low number of reports might lead to the conclusion that Asian students and staff do
not experience discrimination and that measures against racial aggression are not
necessary. The results also indicate that students are not given sufficient guidance on
how to file a report and seek help. 

Institutions must provide direction on how students can protect themselves and live in a
racially diverse society through accessible reporting channels.  

Discrimination is negatively correlated with satisfaction with police and university.
Being subject to any form of discrimination is similarly negatively associated with
satisfaction with the host university and its anti-AAHC support and the likelihood that
students will recommend the institution. 

Recommendations

Our policy recommendations can be summarised as follows: 

(1) Raise student and staff awareness of reported and unreported aggression; 
(2) Increase students’ knowledge about harassment and how to report incidents; 
(3) Increase the awareness about the needs of various student groups; 
4) Increase awareness and understanding of the new face of racism in policy and
equality discourses
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Introduction
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Every year, the UK welcomes a large number of international students who generate
both social and cultural benefits for the country. The 2015-16 cohort had an estimated
net economic contribution of around £20.3 billion throughout their studies (Universities
UK International, 2019). International students also offer essential benefits in terms of
social and cultural diversity. 

In 2017-18, international students comprised 19.6% of the student population in the UK.
Four out of the top five sending countries/regions were in East and Southeast Asia, in
which China was the largest sending country. There are now around 140,000 Chinese
students in the UK. 

Chinese students have been the subject of acculturation and integration debates given
their increasing socio-economic importance and geographical and cultural ‘distance’
from the UK. Debates around cultural distance and the more serious issue of racial
discrimination were highlighted during the COVID 19 pandemic. A rise in hate crimes
and aggression against East Asian and Southeast Asian communities have been widely
reported (He et al., 2020; Coates, 2020). 

Sadly, there is a discrepancy in how incidents are reported. Some of our initial research
revealed that Chinese international students had reported no incidents through the
official channels at one university despite several incidents being told during our
student interviews. 

1.1. COVID 19 incidents against Chinese and
East Asian Students in the UK
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There are ongoing debates around racism that have resulted in various definitions. 

We use the relatively broad understanding put forward by Bryant-Davis and Ocampo
(2005, p. 479) that refers to racist incidents as any ‘potentially traumatising forms of
victimisation that affect ethnic minority children and adults’.  ‘Personal safety’ has
become one of the most critical factors in international students’ decision-making when
choosing a destination country (Forbes-Mewett, 2020). Recent studies have examined
the problems in cultural integration between East Asian (particularly Chinese) students
and British society (Spencer-Oatley et al., 2017). Research has also shown that a
proportion of British student groups were critical of the Chinese students’ behaviour
and attitudes (Gries et al., 2020).

Our previous research, designed before COVID 19, on the relationships between Chinese
and British students at one UK university, found that more than 54% of Chinese
respondents experienced some form of racism or discrimination (Gries et al., 2020). A
large proportion (77%) personally knew someone who experienced these. Ongoing
research suggests similar trends and reveals that students are calling for UK
universities and the relevant government units to address these pressing safety issues
around the Chinese student community. To illustrate, one East Asian student shared her
struggles with ‘institutional racism’ at the university and expressed a strong interest in
participating in research addressing this issue. She felt that East Asian students were
‘really underrepresented’. She and her friends experienced COVID 19-related
aggression because they were misrecognised as Chinese, on which she commented: 

     [T]hey're not ashamed to call us ‘get out Chinese’, but they're scared to call black       
     [persons] the N-word, which I felt was really wrong, and something should be done.

There are cultural differences that give rise to differences in how Chinese students
perceive the COVID 19 pandemic. These differences have influenced how Chinese
international students communicate their experiences. We are particularly concerned
that Chinese students are not widely reporting the acts of racism and aggression they
experience, leading to a mismatch between support systems offered by their host
universities and security communities and their needs. Our study investigated
communication patterns among and between Chinese during the beginning of the
COVID 19 pandemic. 



1.2 Working concepts and theories
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The primary working framework of this study is the investigation of incidents linked to
neo-racism or ‘new racism’. Neo-racism adds a factor of sensitivity to negative ideas
and perceptions about one’s region or country of origin in addition to their ethnicity
(Lee and Rice, 2007). Neo-racism involves notional hierarchies of culture – where
cultural behaviours become a basis for discriminating against those seen as coming
from ‘inferior’ regions of the world (Balibar, 1991; Barker 1981). 

The notion of neo-racism is relevant to our study. Apart from international students’
ethnicities, the incidents against East Asian students appear to be driven mainly by
negative ideas about China as the country where COVID-19 was first detected. There are
widespread perceptions about cultural behaviours and failings in Chinese society, such
as eating exotic animals and the idea that the Chinese state was instrumental to the
virus outbreak. 

The other working concept used in this study is ‘racial harassment, which is identified in
the discrimination experienced by international students. Studies have addressed these
within and outside the US and the UK (Cantwell & Lee, 2010; Lee & Opio, 2011; Lee &
Rice, 2007). Lee (2010) recorded experiences of international students in the US who
identified discriminatory treatment from faculty members, not feeling accepted by
student peers and receiving ‘disrespectful conduct’ due to their ethnicity, among others.
These instances of discrimination influenced how students viewed their host institution
(2010). Discriminatory acts directed at international students are connected to broader
issues surrounding the treatment of ‘native’ British Chinese (Pang, 2020) and Asian
American populations. 

These concepts are considered forms of ‘racial harassment’ in higher education policy.
The breadth and depth of these experiences were outlined in a report by the UK
Equality and Human Rights Commission (2019).



1.3 Research Objectives
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Our report outlines four main research objectives and five research questions.

Research Objectives (ROs)

RO1 

Identify incidents of COVID 19-related racism and aggression against Chinese students
at UK universities.

RO2 

Identify and compare differences in perception and responses towards the COVID 19
virus among Chinese international students.

RO3 

Identify and explain how Chinese students communicated news and their reactions
regarding COVID 19 among each other and with the relevant authorities (i.e., university
channels and the police).

RO4 

Provide policy recommendations and suggestions towards intervention measures for
higher education institutions (HEIs), government, and other relevant stakeholders to
address racism and aggression targeted towards Chinese students.



Research Questions
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Research Questions (RQs)

RQ1 

What reported experiences of aggression on Chinese students are related to COVID 19?
(RO1)

RQ2 

What are the perceptions of Chinese international students in the UK about COVID 19-
related aggression, and how do they react to these experiences? (RO2)

RQ3 

How did Chinese international students in the UK receive information about COVID-19?
From which channels did they receive their information? (RO3)

RQ4 

How did Chinese students communicate their perceptions and experiences of COVID 19
with their co-nationals? Why? (RO3)

RQ5 

What can universities and other stakeholders do to understand Chinese students’
security concerns and safeguard them? What can be done regarding reports of COVID
19 related aggression? (RO4)



2.1 Identification of incidents of racism

2. Data and Methods1.
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The study involves three distinct kinds of data to address the above research objectives
and questions. These are (1) Freedom of Information (FOI) requests regarding reported
incidents of race-related harassment and primary data from Chinese international
students collected through an (2) online survey and (3) semi-structured interviews. In
the following sections, we outline our approach to data gathering for each of these
types of data. 

Monthly statistics on the ethnic breakdown of all racially motivated hate crimes     

Monthly statistics on the ethnic breakdown of all racially motivated hate 

Freedom of Information (FOI) requests were submitted to 36 individual police forces in
England, Wales and Scotland. Where possible, a keyword search of ‘hate crimes’ was
used to locate all previous FOI requests about hate crimes and incidents in the
individual databases of each police force area. The search was done on existing FOI
requests dating back to December 2020. 

An initial screening generated existing FOIs of a similar nature from nine police forces.
These included inquiries about racially motivated hate crimes against Chinese
individuals between December 2019 and December 2021 from the Metropolitan Police
Service and the City of London Police. FOI requests were then submitted to the
remaining 36 individual police forces in England, Wales and Scotland. The following
were the specific parameters that we requested from the police:

        and incidents reported to the police force between December 2019 and December      
        2021. This  information is further broken down by age groups 18-24, 25-30, or 
        whichever categories were used by the police force

        crimes/incidents reported by individuals from specific categories (e.g. Chinese,   
        South Asian) to the police force between December 2019 and December 2021. This 
        information is further broken down by age group
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1

 Monthly statistics on the number of all racially motivated hate crimes and incidents 

 Monthly statistics on the ethnic breakdown of all racially motivated hate 

Monthly statistics on the ethnic breakdown of all racially motivated hate    
 crimes/incidents reported by individuals from East Asia between the period of
December 2019 to December 2021

Monthly statistics on the number of racially motivated hate crimes/incidents
reported anonymously to the university from December 2019 to December 2021 (If
possible, anonymous reports made by individuals who have self-identified as
Chinese were collected.)

         reported anonymously within the period of December 2019 and December 2021 
         (Where possible, the ethnicity of the individuals should be provided.)

FOI requests were also sent to the top 20 universities in the UK with the highest
number of international students originating from China. 

This information was taken from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), which
provides the most comprehensive and up-to-date information on UK student statistics.
The decision to focus only on the top 20 universities with the highest number of
international students from China was predicated on the project's budgetary, time, and
workforce constraints. The following parameters were requested from the universities: 

        crimes/incidents reported to the university between the period of December 2019 
        to December 2021

FOI requests to the police forces and universities were sent between February 2021 and
March 2021.  A historical database of FOI requests was unavailable in some police
departments. 



2.2.2. Interviews
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2.2. Chinese student experiences
2.2.1. Online survey

The data for the online aspect of this study was gathered from 29 large public
universities in the UK. Among the participating universities were large publicly funded
and globally renowned institutions and smaller private colleges. All universities hosted
a large number of Chinese and Asian international students. Graduate and
undergraduate students were invited to participate in an online survey via an
international student email listserv from their host universities. An email reminder to
complete the survey was sent a few weeks after the initial invitation. The first 150
respondents of this survey were offered an Amazon voucher as an incentive for
participation.

The survey was distributed in both English and Chinese. After excluding incomplete
responses, we received a total of 158 valid responses. The valid response rate of 10.4%
is consistent with recent research, as response rates declined in online surveys from the
1960s to 2010s (Baruch & Holtom, 2008). Moreover, the response rates tend to be
lower online than paper surveys, which is consistent with rates gathered in previous
studies (Shih & Fan, 2009).

We recruited participants and conducted in-depth interviews with Chinese students
through snowball sampling. We investigated whether and how they experience racism
and aggression, their perceptions of the COVID 19 virus, and how they communicated
their knowledge and experiences. The recruitment of participants was divided into two
phases. In the first phase, we mainly adopted snowball sampling. Three Chinese
research team members contacted their acquaintances currently enrolled in British
universities. These students then became the entry points to the target population, who
introduced their contacts to our research team. In the second phase, purposive
sampling was used to maximise the coverage of the top 20 British universities with the
most Chinese student population. At this stage, the quantitative research team had
finished the collection of online survey responses. The respondents were invited to
leave their contact information if they wanted to participate in follow-up interviews. 
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2.3 Social media analysis

The second batch of interviewees was recruited based on demographic information
collected from the online survey. As a result, we recruited 25 students from 13
universities across the UK, including the following: University of Manchester (6),
University of Birmingham (4), University of Glasgow (3), University of Nottingham (2),
University College London (2), London School of Economics (1), King’s College London
(1), University of Sussex (1), University of Surrey (1), University of Sheffield (1), University
of Edinburgh (1), Imperial College London (1) and Durham University (1). 

A the time of the interview, the respondents were either enrolled or had obtained a
degree from a British university at the level of MA/MSc (56%), PhD (20%), BA/BSc
(16%), both MA/MSc and PhD (8%). 32% of the participants are male, while 68% are
female. We acknowledge that the percentage of female participants is significantly
higher than the male participants; however, this proportion reflects the overall gender
distribution of the Chinese student population in UK higher education institutions. The
sample consisted of 24 Chinese participants (including one British Chinese student) and
one Thai participant. All interviewees were conducted in Chinese except with the Thai
student, which was conducted in English. Participants were given information sheets
before the interview, with formal consent taken in writing. For detailed information
about the participants, please see Table 1.

We also initiated a social media analysis. The design included a software analytics tool
to scrape social media data from Chinese and English social media platforms to identify
Chinese students’ reports of experiences and perceptions of the COVID 19 virus.
However, the results of this analysis were incomplete and inconclusive. The conclusions
of this report are primarily drawn from the interview, and survey data gathered. 
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3. Findings and Analysis

3.1 Freedom of Information requests
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This research used online surveys to generate a range of descriptive statistics regarding
reported incidents of aggression against Chinese students. Our study compared
university figures on aggression with those reported to the local police.

Using the themes from our previous study on the acculturation and integration of
Chinese students, we used qualitative content analysis on our survey and interview
data. We identified existing themes and allowed for the discovery of new themes around
our targeted focus areas.

Responses to the FOI requests sent to police forces were extremely low: Only seven
police departments responded to the requests. The low response rate can be attributed
to two factors: (i) the lack of staff monitoring and attending to FOI requests due to
COVID 19 restrictions or lockdown; and (ii) most police forces stating that the estimated
cost of retrieval of the information requested would be in excess of £450, and they were
therefore not obliged to provide the information. 

We searched for previously submitted FOI requests from other members of the public
(from December 2019 to December 2020) and direct FOI requests. We obtained police
information on recorded hate crimes broken down by ethnicity. Information was
retrieved from the following police forces: 

1)Bedfordshire – FOI request
2)City of London – FOI request + existing FOIs
3)Cheshire – FOI request 
4)Cleveland Police – FOI request 
5)Dorset – Existing FOI requests
6)South Yorkshire – FOI request + existing FOIs. 
7)Avon and Somerset – FOI request + existing FOIs 
8)Nottinghamshire – existing FOI 
9)West Midlands – existing FOI 
10)West Yorkshire – existing FOI 
11)Scotland – existing FOI 
12) Metropolitan police - existing FOI
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While the information gathered helped provide some contextual background to the
prevalence of racially motivated hate crimes targeted against Chinese individuals, the
data provided by the police forces were not comparable with each other. This lack of
parallel data arises from the following: (i) Ethnicities were categorised differently by
each force; (ii) Even though it is mandatory for police forces to record the ethnicity of
the victim/complainant in accordance with IC categories, this information was not
captured in some reports. Finally, (iii) not all forces provide information on whether the
hate crime reported was due to the victim’s real/presumed ethnicity, which led to a lack
of specification on whether it was racially motivated. 

Of the 20 FOI requests sent to universities, 13 replied within an average time frame of
two (2) months. The following universities gave a response: 

1)King’s College London
2)University of Manchester 
3)University of Arts London
4)University of Edinburgh 
5)University College London 
6)University of York 
7)Durham University 
8)University of Glasgow
9)Bristol University 
10)University of Liverpool
11)University of Leeds 
12)Cardiff University 
13)Imperial College

The numbers reflected in the responses that we received suggest a low number of
reported hate crimes/incidents from students. Some universities reported less than five
racially motivated hate crimes/incidents reported by students within the stipulated
time frame in the FOI request. Yet, evidence drawn from other official reports suggest
that racially motivated hate crimes/incidents against Chinese individuals are endemic
throughout the initial surge of the pandemic (e.g. Home Office Report on Hate Crimes in
England and Wales, and European Human Rights Commission’s report on racial
harassment in UK’s campus) . 

In sum, FOI requests to police and universities gathered insufficient evidence for the
team to draw any concrete inferences from or compare the survey findings with. 



3.2 Online Survey findings
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We developed a questionnaire using existing survey items from various previous survey
research. Measures were selected by combining the following: 

1) insights from our previous related research; 
2) existing research about racism and discrimination against ethnic minority groups
(Lee, 2010) after the COVID 19 outbreak; 
3) research about international students' experience of discrimination on and off-
campus (Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003); 
4) research about international students' experiences and satisfaction with their
universities (Rienties & Tempelaar, 2013). 

This survey includes several components relevant to students' experience of
discrimination, academic and social integration, media usage, motivation to study
abroad, experience and satisfaction with their universities. It aims to provide insight into
students' experience and perception of discrimination and its impact on their study,
daily lives and satisfaction with the university. We report on three core components
central to this research: COVID 19 related experiences of discrimination, the general
experience of discrimination (before COVID 19), and student experiences and
satisfaction with universities. 

Table 2 shows that although we tried to reach out to both Chinese and East-Asian
looking communities in UK universities, most of the respondents we gathered from the
survey were of Chinese ethnicity. Only two students are from other Asian countries.
Therefore, in the following report, we will refer to all the respondents in the survey as
Chinese students. Table 2 shows the distribution of respondents according to gender,
study programme, and region/country. 



Table 2 Demographics of Survey Respondents
Table 2.1 Citizenship

Table 2.2 Gender
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Variable Frequency Percentage %

Male 37 23.1

Female 117 73.1

Prefer not to say 4 2.5

Variable Frequency Percentage %

Undergraduate 22 13.9

Postgraduate 136 86.1

Table 2.3 Study programme total

Variable Frequency Percentage %

China 155 96.9

United Kingdom 2 1.3

Taiwan 1 0.6

Japan 1 0.6

Thailand 1 0.6

Table 2.4 Student Status

Variable Frequency Percentage %

Current student 138 87.3

Graduated 20 12.7



Table 2.5 Length of stay in the UK since 2020

18

Variable Frequency Percentage %

less than 4 months 31 19.6

5-8 months 56 35.4

9 to 12 months 19 12

13 to 16 months 26 16.5

More than 16 months 25 15.8

Table 3. Sample respondents compared with national proportions

Gender Study Sample
Study Sample

% 

Chinese
Student

Enrolment
Nationwide

Chinese
student

enrolment
nationwide %

Male 37 23.42% 54,905 39.46%

Female 117 74.05% 84,135 60.47%

Other 4 2.53% 85 0.06%

Total 158 100.00% 139,125 100.00%

Student Status Study Sample
Study Sample

% 

Chinese
Student

Enrolment
Nationwide

Chinese
student

enrolment
nationwide %

Undergraduate 22 13.92% 56,630 40.70%

Postgraduate 136 86.08% 82,500 59.30%

Total 158 100.00% 139,130 100.00%

Project COV19\201439



3.2.1. Reported COVID 19 related experiences of aggression of Chinese
students
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In our study, the percentages of female respondents are more than male respondents,
which reflects the nationwide distribution. However, this study has recruited far more
postgraduate students than undergraduate students in comparison to the nationwide
distribution. Therefore, the survey results obtained a greater representation of
postgraduate Chinese students. 

The quantitative survey data was imported into SPSS, R and Jupyter Notebook, and a
range of statistical analyses was carried out. All the survey questions are in seven-point
Likert scales. As they reflect ordinary data, we used non-parametric tests for data
analysis. 

To determine the experiences of Chinese students with discrimination and how they
respond to and communicate their experiences, we first present descriptive analytic
findings of the survey results. Then, a section on correlation addresses to what extent
students ‘experiences of discrimination relate to their satisfaction with the university
and the likelihood that they would recommend it.

Regarding whether students experienced COVID 19 related discrimination, harassment,
prejudice, or stigmatization during the COVID 19 pandemic, a frequency count revealed
that 38%(60 out of 158) of the total respondents answered yes, while 62% answered
no.

 We asked them to provide more details of their experiences of discrimination and
prejudice after the COVID 19 pandemic. The set of questions can be divided into two
types: 1) eight attitudinal questions which asked them about their subject perception of
discrimination or fear of discrimination after the COVID 19 outbreak, the respondents
were asked to rate from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7); 2) six behavioural
questions which asked about their actual experience of discrimination. The respondents
were asked to rate from Never (1), once (2) and more than five times (7). The results are
shown in Table 4.
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As shown in the table, more than half (57.6%) of Chinese students feared someone
might threaten or physically attack them, 53.2% worry others might be suspicious of
them if they wear a mask in public. Their fear and feelings of insecurity are aligned with
interview results. The qualitative data reveals that many Chinese students have read or
heard from news or their friends about physical attacks happening to Chinese-looking
people who wear masks. Almost half (49.4%) of Chinese students feel that British
people have something against Chinese/Asian people. This indicates that their fear has
heightened their sense of ethnic isolation and lack of belonging in British society as
foreign students.

In the behavioural questions section, we found that 71% of respondents agreed that
they had met people who acted as if they were uncomfortable around them at least
once. Meanwhile, more than half (55%) of them had been subjected to slurs or jokes
and almost half of them (46%) have been teased or insulted because of their
Chinese/Asian look at least once. 74% of students personally know at least one
Chinese/Asian student being harassed or insulted. 27 students (16.8%) said they
experienced physical assault at least once, and 43.7% said someone expressed support
for them against discrimination/prejudice.

Clearly, the number and percentage of respondents who experienced either mild micro-
aggression or serious physical assault remains quite high among Chinese students. This
is an alarming phenomenon that points to the seriousness of rising racial discrimination
against Chinese/East-Asian looking individuals after the COVID 19 pandemic. 

This worrisome phenomenon that emerged after the start of the COVID 19 pandemic
shows that the mainstream media or society could have overlooked racial
discrimination against Asian ethnic groups for decades and that it has been spreading
like a wildfire after the pandemic. Previous reports have documented various
discrimination and attack cases against local Chinese communities, especially
restaurant and shop owners. Past research suggests that university students are more
likely to be the target of theft, robbery and other forms of crime in many UK cities. Yet
they are far less likely to report such incidents (Curtis, 2003). After the COVID 19
outbreak, racial discrimination became one of Chinese/East Asian students’ top concern
for coming to studying in the UK (ABCP, 2020). Universities, local police, and local
communities need to work together to find solutions to provide a safer environment for
foreign students to live and study in the UK.



Table 4A. Chinese students’ experience of discrimination and
prejudice after the COVID 19 pandemic 

(1 Totally disagree 7 Totally agree)
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Experience of discrimination (attitudinal)
 

Mean SD
Frequency

of More
than 4

(Neutral) 

Percentage
of More
than 4

(Neutral) 
 

Feared someone might threaten or
physically attack me

1.
4.59 1.858 91 57.6%

2.  Worry others might be suspicious of me if
I wear a mask in public 4.35 2.051 84 53.2%

3.  I feel British persons have something
against Chinese/Asian 4.37 1.732 48 49.4%

4)  Many opportunities are denied to me 4.26 1.709 74 46.9%

5)  I received unequal treatments 3.42 1.682 43 27.3%

6)  Others are biased toward me 3.44 1.684 40 25.4%

7)  I am denied what I deserve 3.56 1.801 50 31.7%

8)  I am treated differently because of my
East Asian looks 3.64 1.926 59 37.4%
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Table 4B Chinese students’ experience of discrimination and
prejudice 
after the COVID 19 pandemic 

(1 Never, 2 one time, 7 more than five times)

Experience of
discrimination (behavioural)

 
Mean SD

Frequency
of More
than 4

(Neutral) 

Percentage
of More
than 4

(Neutral) 
 

1.  People acted as if they
were uncomfortable around

me
2.91 1.795 114 71%

2.  Been subject to slurs or
jokes 2.18 1.518 88 55%

3.  Been subject to physical
assault 1.37 1.027 27 16.8%

4. Someone expressed
support for me against

discrimination/prejudice
2.21 1.794 70 43.7%

5.  In the city where I live, I have
been teased or insulted because I

am Chinese (or I look Asian)
2.00 1.540 74 46%

6.  I personally know other
Chinese/Asian students being

harassed or insulted
3.11 1.986 119 74%



3.2.2. How do the students respond if they feel they have been
discriminated against? Reporting experiences of racial discrimination to
authorities.
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The second research question relates to how Chinese students respond when they
experience discrimination and whether they report to authorities, including their
university and police about their experiences. The results are reported in Table 5. As
shown in the table, only 23.7% (about one out of five) of respondents who experienced
discrimination had reported it to their universities. Only 23.3% of respondents who
experienced discrimination reported it to the police. A more worrisome result is that
among all the respondents, about 20% (26 out of 158) of respondents do not know at all
how to report their cases to university, and about 26% (35 out of 158) of respondents
do not know at all how to report to police if they were discriminated against.

The results show that there is a lack of orientation that guide students to report and
seek help if they experienced discrimination. About one out of five students who
experienced discrimination after the COVID 19 pandemic did not choose to report their
experiences, which explains why universities received very few reports of discrimination
from students. The lack of reports from students could lead the universities to believe
that their Asian students/staff are safe from discrimination and that no further
measures are needed to address those pressing issues.

As most Chinese and East Asian students come from homogenous societies where
education about racial socialisation and self-protection against racial discrimination is
generally lacking, it is imperative for UK universities and wider societal stakeholders to
give them better orientation and guidance about self-protection. Reporting channels
also need to become more available to help them better adapt to living in a racially
diverse society such as the UK.



   Did you report the discrimination, 
   harassment, prejudice, or  
   stigmatization you experienced to   
   your University?

Frequency
Overall 

Percentage
Report 

Percentage

Yes 14 10.1% 23.7%

No 45 32.6%  

I never experienced any of these 79 57.2%  

   Did you report... to the police? Frequency
Overall 

Percentage
Report 

Percentage

Yes 7 5.1% 11.3%

No 55 40.1%  

I never experienced any of these 75 54.7%  

Table 5. Chinese students' report of their experiences of discrimination to
universities and police

3.2.3. How Chinese students received information about COVID 19 and
how they communicated their thoughts and reactions to COVID 19
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The third question relates to which channels Chinese students receive information
about COVID 19 from, and how much they trust information from these channels. 

As shown on Charts 1A and 1B, on average, Chinese students have high levels of trust for
news information from both the home (Chinese) government (M=5.42, SD=1.41) and
British government official sources (M=4.96, SD=1.40). They also have slightly more
trust in COVID 19 related news from their home country (M=4.47) and social media
(M=4.15). They indicate the lowest trust on western social media (M=3.56). Chinese
students also obtain COVID 19 related news information more frequently from home
country news channels (M=4.95, SD=1.87) and home country social media (M=5.52,
SD=1.59) than British news channels and western social media. This might be related to
the fact that the first case of COVID 19 was reported in Wuhan, leading many to believe
that their home country has more experience coping with the virus than other countries.



Chart 1A. COVID News Sources

Chart 1B. Trust of COVID News Sources
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Chinese students also obtain COVID 19 related news information more frequently from
home country news channels (M=4.95, SD=1.87) and home country social media
(M=5.52, SD=1.59) than British news channels and western social media. This might be
related to the fact that the first case of COVID 19 was reported in Wuhan, leading many
to believe that their home country has more experience coping with the virus than other
countries.



Chart 2. How do you communicate your thoughts and reactions about COVID
19?
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On average, Chinese students have high levels of trust for news information from both
the home (Chinese) government (M=5.42, SD=1.41) and British government official
sources (M=4.96, SD=1.40). They also have slightly more trust in COVID 19 related news
from their home country (M=4.47) and social media (M=4.15). They indicate the lowest
confidence on western social media (M=3.56). Chinese students also obtain COVID 19
related news information more frequently from home country news channels (M=4.95,
SD=1.87) and home country social media (M=5.52, SD=1.59) than British news channels
and western social media. This might be related to the fact that the first case of COVID
19 was reported in Wuhan, leading many to believe that their home country has more
experience coping with the virus than other countries.

Most of the respondents chose to talk with other home country students regarding their
thoughts and reactions about COVID 19. They rarely spoke with British or international
students who were not from China. This implies a lack of integration between British
and international students and Chinese students in university and also relates to why
few Chinese students choose to report their experiences to universities and police if
they are discriminated against. In a follow-up interview, some respondents said that
they do not want their families in China to worry about their situation abroad, so they
chose not to tell them too much about the situation in the UK.



3.2.3. How Chinese students received information about COVID 19 and
how they communicated their thoughts and reactions to COVID 19

3.3. Interview findings
3.3.1 Reported COVID 19 related experiences of aggression of Chinese
students
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Descriptive statistics and Spearman’s rho correlations are presented in Table 6. Results
indicate how being subjected to various forms of COVID 19 significantly related
discrimination or hearing someone they know who has been discriminated (1-5 items in
Table 6) correlates with student satisfaction with university and police services and
recommending the host university (6-11 items in Table 6). In other words, there is a
connection between experiences of discrimination and student satisfaction. The table
shows that most of the factors related to discrimination are significantly negatively
correlated with police/university satisfaction and university recommendation. This
implies that these factors influence respondents’ attitudes towards these institutions.
Being subject to any form of discrimination is negatively associated with satisfaction
with the choice of host university, satisfaction with university’s anti-AAHC support, and
the likelihood to recommend the host university. Among all the variables, being subject
to slurs or jokes, which was the most common form of discrimination respondents
experienced, showed the strongest correlation with university satisfaction and
recommendation.

From the interviews, we learned that while common, Chinese students’ experiences of
COVID 19 related aggression were not intense. These experiences were classed as
mostly ‘micro-aggressions’. The majority of the victims of these micro-aggressions
knew people who also had such experiences or had heard of such cases from their
friends. Seven out of 24 interviewees had negative experiences after the COVID 19
outbreak, although not all were direct and intentional COVID 19 related
microaggressions. Two respondents (No. 21 and No. 23) reported verbal abuse explicitly
related to COVID 19. Prominent words from the interviews included ‘Chinese’ and
‘coronavirus’. Two of the respondents experienced micro-aggression without clear
references to COVID 19. 
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3.3.2. Perceptions of Chinese regarding COVID 19 related aggression 
and their reactions to these experiences
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For example, Respondent No. 13 was with a friend when a group of young people
attacked them with a balloon filled with water. Two interviewees explained that they
were not confronted with aggression, but people’s behaviours made them feel offended
and unsafe. One of them (No. 7, female) said an Italian colleague in her office was
complaining loudly about the rising numbers of infections in Italy and accusing China of
being responsible for this. Another (No. 9, female) encountered an elderly White male
who pointed a finger at her and shouted, ‘It’s useless to wear masks’. 

In describing incidents that happened in their own lives or that they heard from friends,
the most commonly used phrases by the respondents were ‘⽣⽓’which means angry
and ‘害怕’, which means frightened. However, most of them remained silent during
these incidents and did not seek help from the universities or the police. 

There were three interrelated reasons: 1) it was minor aggression; they didn’t feel the
need to submit a report; 2) they didn’t know how to make a report; 3) they had heard
about or have dealt with the British police and were convinced it would be useless to
send a report. As alternatives, they developed other strategies to protect themselves.
One interviewee (No. 8) said he exercised more frequently to develop a stronger body
for self-protection. More commonly, interviewees chose ‘avoidance’ as a strategy. To a
certain extent, this strategy did help the Chinese students protect themselves.

However, it also seemed to increase misunderstanding between Chinese students and
local people. Hence the strategy proved problematic in the long run. Take the story of
interviewee No. 5 as an example. One day his neighbour upstairs knocked on his door.
He was alerted and refused to open the door as he was afraid the neighbour would harm
him. After several rounds of communication, he realised that the old couple upstairs had
dropped some cookware on his balcony and was seeking his help to pick it up. He
reflected on this experience:

      I feel the overall atmosphere has done something to me. I can’t help wondering if I     
      was in danger. This was supposed to be a normal case of mutual help between 
      neighbours, but my defensive mindset led to misunderstanding. […] After I passed 
      the cookware to him, my neighbour said, ‘Why such an attitude? I would do no harm 
      to you.’



3.3.3. The role of universities and other stakeholders in addressing
students’ security concerns and their safeguarding 
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Combined with findings from our previous research, such aggressions were more
common at the beginning of the pandemic but have become much less visible in its later
stages. According to the interviewees, there are two possible reasons. First, policy
implemented at later stages, including lockdown and social distancing, vastly reduces
personal contact chances. As interviewee No. 8 said, ‘it’s commonly seen before the
outbreak in the UK, in about February, March [of 2020]. Since the lockdown, the cases
of microaggression have dropped, probably because there were not many chances to go
out’. 

Secondly, the mindset of the British public changed as the COVID 19 situation
developed. Participant No. 5 shared his understanding of three stages:

After a long while, the focus of public attention gradually shifted. They stopped focusing
on Asian students. They have realised that it is the government policies that are the
most problematic. After this, they started to grow tired of this… [T]hey didn’t want to
pay attention to this anymore... they just stopped thinking about that. 

No interviewees attributed the decrease in hate crime/microaggression against the
Chinese students to procedures taken by the government or the university or to the
alleviation of hatred and misunderstanding of the Chinese student group.

Most interviewees said they did not go to the police after experiencing COVID 19 related
aggression or would not consider reporting to the police if such incidents happened to
them. There are two main reasons. First, as most cases were micro-aggressions, some
did not feel the need to contact the police. Second, many interviewees expressed
profound distrust of the British police. They were convinced that it would be useless to
report to the police based on their past experiences, news reports, and the statement
from the police. For example, the phone of interviewee No. 19 was stolen when she was
having dinner with her friend at a Chinese restaurant in London. It was about 5:00 or
6:00 on a weekday afternoon. She filed a report to the police but was told that ‘we
wouldn’t mind such small businesses unless it’s a terrorist attack’. 
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Respondent No. 5 revealed that in his first year at university, a police officer who
oversaw that area came to give a talk. He recalled his memory of the talk:

     The policeman made it very clear that the police force in X was very limited. His 
     hands were tied. He could not protect the local residents, not even mention the 
     ethnic minorities – no matter which ethnicity—or the international students. I think he 
     said some PM cut the funding for the police forces […] so they were short of hands. 
     There was indeed nothing else he could do other than give talks to us and tell us how 
     to protect ourselves.

Compared to the local police force, universities received more trust from the students.
Many students felt their security concerns were addressed by their universities. For
example, students from the University of Manchester (No. 6 and No. 8), the University
of Birmingham (No. 11 and No. 12), KCL (No. 14), University of Sussex (No. 21) and 
 University of Edinburgh (No. 23) said universities were sending out emails in response
to discrimination against the Asians. For example, interviewee No. 23 was very satisfied
with the response of the University of Edinburgh:

     The University was doing a good job. The university was sending emails informing us 
     of the incidents happening, telling us whom to talk to if you were discriminated 
     against, counselling services, offering you advice.

In addition to the emails, he was also content with the actions taken by the university
staff when he was worried about this safety, although not necessarily related to COVID
19:

     One night, I was going to the library when I encountered a gang drinking at the 
     entrance. I was scared, so I went to the library staff. They called the security and 
     dismissed the gang.

This is related to what some students said the universities could improve on. Many
echoed what interviewee no. 2 said, ‘university should take actions, not just talk’.
According to interviewee no. 9, the University of Birmingham was safeguarding the
students by offering free shuttle bus services between the library and student
accommodations in evenings. UCL provided students with 24 hotlines through which
they could seek immediate help (No. 15). Several students from other universities hoped
similar services could be provided at their universities.
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Nevertheless, some interviewees emphasised that it was important to prevent crime
from happening aside from helping victims afterwards. In addition to safeguarding the
discriminated group, it is essential to work on public perception to create an inclusive
cultural environment of racial equity. They believed the university and the government
should act to fight against racism, which is the cause of hate crime and promote mutual
understanding between different ethnic groups. Their advice for the university was
mostly about promoting cultural communication on campus. For instance, interviewee
No. 22 proposed that universities include introductory sessions about the potential
risks of racism and related hate crime. However, she stressed:

     These sessions should not only be delivered to international students. Local students 
     should be invited so that they could know these problems exist in our society. For 
     international students, it’s about how to better integrate into the local society; for 
     local students, it’s about how to help the internationals and regulate behaviour.

As for policymakers, the students wondered if the British government could play a more
active role in informing the public. The first keyword is ‘transparency’. Interviewee no. 19
says that for the internationals to feel safe, it is important to know more details about
the vaccination, including the progress and the side effects. ‘I only came to know these
by talking to my tutors and fellow students’, she said. The second keyword is
‘regulation’. 

The interviewees understood that there is no strong, central government in the UK
unlike that in China. However, they were hoping the government could, to a certain
extent, intervene with the mass media coverage on COVID_19. For instance, interviewee
no. 2 expresses his wishes:

     I hope the government could have some influence on the official mass media 
     platforms so that they wouldn’t reinforce racial stereotypes... such as ‘Chinese 
     virus’…

On the side of the victims, a few students either mentioned or indicated that some
training would be essential. Interviewee No. 24 revealed that even when micro-
aggression happened to her, she was unsure if it was an instance of racism. 



4. Implications
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Only after similar things happened to a fellow student did she realise it was a racism-
related incident. This is hardly surprising, as the Chinese student grew up in China, the
largest predominantly monoethnic country. Before travelling to the UK for higher
education, most Chinese students did not go through the process of ascribing ethnic or
racial identities – being Asian and being Chinese – to themselves in social contexts.
Hence it is understandable if they were not sensitive to racism or hate crimes, not even
mentioning the strategies to cope with it. This is probably why interviewee no. 24 said:

     We only realised it was a racism-related incident when we shared and discussed our 
     experiences with each other. Because we tend to assume that people have good 
     intentions and try to make sense of their behaviours accordingly, hence, it’s difficult for 
     us to notice [racism]. If, from the very beginning, the universities or some other 
     institutions could alert the Asian students and improve their awareness of racism, I think 
     it’d be very helpful.

Our study aimed to improve the experience of Chinese international students by
understanding their experiences of harassment during the pandemic and by raising
awareness about their experiences. Our findings allow us to carry out a range of policy-
relevant goals outlined below. 

1. Raise awareness among university staff members of reported and unreported
aggression against Chinese students during the COVID 19 outbreak. 
2. Increase awareness among Chinese students regarding the differences in their
understanding of what constitutes harassment and discrimination and how to report
issues regarding safety and aggression.
3. Increase awareness in the wider local community, including police and security
stakeholders, regarding the needs of Chinese international students alongside the
needs of all other students. An increased awareness should result in a safer and more
equitable environment for all by improving our understanding of how aggression,
particularly during the height of the COVID pandemic, was experienced, understood,
and communicated.
4. Increase awareness and new perspectives on particular debates around ‘the new face
of racism’ and the need to understand ‘under-represented’ minorities in policy and
equality literature. 
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Our findings largely confirm the broader conclusion of the UK Equality and Human
Rights Commission (2019) which found that the HE sector did not fully comprehend the
depth and breadth of the challenge of racial discrimination and that staff members
lacked the ‘understanding, skills, and confidence’ to manage these issues properly. The
Commission also found that students (and staff) broadly do not report racial
discrimination incidents. In their study, over two-thirds of those who had experienced
discrimination did not report these experiences. Our study shows that this proportion is
potentially even higher among Chinese international students. 

Unfortunately, the lack of reporting leads to two effects: the restriction of the
universities’ capacities and resources for managing racial discrimination and a wider
culture of ‘overconfidence’ (2019) about their complaint handling processes and ability
to deal with incidents of racism. Our study echoes the recommendation of the
Commission around the three themes of (1) protections, transparency and scrutiny, (2)
Effective redress and (3) change in university culture. 

A summary of these themes from the report is reproduced below:

1. Protections, transparency and scrutiny focus on increasing university transparency
about how they are tackling harassment and creating safe spaces and their progress in
building trust in reporting mechanisms. 

2. Effective redress centres on how available, accessible, and effective their routes to
redress are and how data is used to build trust and inform a cycle of learning and
improvement. 

3. A change in university culture where leaders understand issues of harassment, set
expectations, provide oversight and scrutiny and implement training to embed a culture
free from harassment and supports good relations. University governing boards carry
out due diligence and, where appropriate, tackle harassment in line with their Public
Sector Equality Duty (PSED) responsibilities. HEIs take more responsibility for
preventing and addressing harassment, drawing on evidence of ‘what works’.

Source: UK Equality and Human Rights Commission (2019) 
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Our study shows that Chinese international students have distinctive needs, as other
groups also have variegated circumstances and needs. Institutional response to the
Commission’s recommendations and any formulation of policies to reduce and tackle
racism must be sensitive to these differences. 

Universities UK has largely accepted the need for reform. In its report “Tackling Racial
Harassment in Higher Education”, the organisation committed to doing its part to
address the recommendation of the Human Rights Commission and called for wider
action from the UK government. It has given an array of recommendations to its
constituent universities.  

Our own study suggests that follow-up policies to the UUK report are sensitive to the
potential neglect of East Asian experiences and characteristics in the broader policies
formed to protect Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities. 
The UUK response (2020) claims that the sector will not achieve its full potential
without drawing from the talents of all persons regardless of their ethnic background.
We expect that improvements in the management of the safety of Chinese international
students will result in improved institutional reputation. This will most likely help
maintain the UK as a destination of choice for international students, which will further
enable them to continue making their contributions to the UK and global HE. 
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