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Asian Americans are the fastest growing 
minority group in the United States; however, 
psychological research regarding the distinct 

experiences of South Asians within this broader 
category is relatively rare (Budiman & Ruiz, 2021). 
South Asians—composed of individuals from countries 
such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and 

Nepal—remain underrepresented in empirical studies, 
particularly those examining the psychological and 
physiological consequences of discriminatory and 
microaggressive experiences. The “model minority” 
stereotype has further minimized issues experienced by 
South Asians such as discrimination, ethnic harassment, 
and racial profiling (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 
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2013). One particularly pervasive form of contemporary 
discrimination is racial microaggressions, which 
are subtle statements or actions that communicate 
derogatory or exclusionary messages towards 
marginalized groups (Lui, 2020). Although the harmful 
effects of discrimination and microaggressions on 
psychological and physiological health have been well-
documented among other minority groups (Keels et 
al., 2017; Torres-Harding et al., 2020), limited research 
has examined how South Asians, and more specifically 
postsecondary South Asians, perceive and respond 
to these incidents—particularly when experienced 
vicariously in media. This study seeks to address this 
critical gap by investigating the relationship between past 
experiences with perceived discrimination, rejection 
sensitivity, emotional and physiological responses, and 
perceived microaggressions in media among South 
Asian postsecondary students. 

Asian Americans and the Model Minority Theory 
Individuals of Asian descent are a growing minority 
group within North America as families immigrate with 
the hopes of improving quality of life (Bakhtiari et al., 
2018; Sharma et al., 2020). Individuals of Asian ethnicity 
represent 5.9% of the total population in the United 
States of America (U.S), with the total South Asian 
population estimated to be 5.4 million (SAALT, 2019). 
Despite this growth, studies sometimes neglect intracul­
tural diversity, with Asian and Asian Americans often 
depicted as homogeneous, despite being composed of a 
variety of religious, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds 
(Poolokasingham et al., 2014).

The model minority theory depicts individuals 
of Asian descent as industrious and accomplished 
minorities who have overcome racism and successfully 
integrated within American society (Kramer, 2003). 
The model minority theory is often promoted in media 
depicting Asian Americans as a representation of the 
“American Dream” compared to other people of color 
(POC; Kramer, 2003). The negative discriminatory 
experiences faced by South Asians are often dimin­
ished, possibly because they are perceived as a “model 
minority,” and this stereotype often emphasizes success 
while minimizing issues such as discrimination, ethnic 
harassment, and racial profiling (Kaduvettoor-Davidson 
& Inman, 2013). 

Despite this reputation of being a model minority, 
Asian Americans are thought to experience the same 
amount of discrimination as other minorities (Chan & 
Mendoza-Denton, 2008). More specifically, Ruiz et al. 
(2023) reported that six in ten Asian adults stated they have 
experienced discrimination. The United States Department 
of Justice (2024) released an analysis of reported crimes 

in 2023, revealing that 52.5% of hate crimes reported 
to police were motivated by bias against race/ethnicity/
ancestry—6.7% of which were anti-Asian biases.

The repercussions of the model minority stereotype 
may extend into various settings, including postsecond­
ary education. Although postsecondary education is 
frequently a stressful environment for young adults, 
mental health issues such as anxiety seem to occur more 
often among students of color and appear to relate to 
experiencing discrimination (Robinson-Perez et al., 
2020). With the increasing diversity found among the 
student body in academia, findings by Solórzano and 
colleagues (2000; as cited by Ogunyemi et al., 2020) 
suggest that subtle microaggressions were more likely 
to be present within educational institutes compared 
to overt racism. Exposure to a racially hostile campus 
is depleting for students of color, increasing risk of 
stress, depression, binge drinking, and in some cases 
contributes to symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD; Ogunyemi et al., 2020). 

Rejection Sensitivity
Rejection sensitivity refers to an individual’s expectation 
or fear of potential rejection from others due to a par­
ticular bias (e.g., race, sexual orientation, status, gender; 
Mellin, 2008). Repeated experiences communicating 
rejection rather than acceptance, such as experiences 
of prejudice, discrimination, or exclusion based on 
social membership, can produce anxious expectations 
regarding the occurrence of future status-based rejection 
(Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002). Thus, different individu­
als may not appraise a discriminatory or microaggressive 
situation in the same way (McCullough et al., 2021; 
Wong-Padoongpatt et al., 2020). Various factors impact 
an individual’s cognitive and emotional response to these 
experiences. These include gender and their overall level 
of rejection sensitivity, but also expectations regarding 
the exchange, the content or type of microaggression, 
location of the occurrence, or the perpetrator (i.e., role 
differences; Torres-Harding et al., 2020). 

Rejection sensitivity is conceptualized as a defensive 
motivational system allowing individuals to provide a 
quick response to a potential rejection associated with 
an environmental stimulus. However, affective and 
behavioral overreactions can be a consequence, resulting 
in hypervigilance during ambiguous situations, causing 
individuals to readily perceive intentional rejection and 
potentially respond with anger, hostility, withdrawal, 
or other maladaptive coping to handle the exchange 
(Downey & Feldman, 1996; Henson et al., 2013; Mellin, 
2008). Students with higher hypersensitivity or rejection 
sensitivity were more likely to partake in emotional 
mechanisms such as rumination (Henson et al., 2013). 
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Individuals tend to think about the situation over an 
extended period which prolongs the emotional and 
cognitive reactions associated with the experiences, thus 
leading to higher risk for depression, anxiety, anger, and 
stress (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Henson et al., 2013, 
Mellin, 2008). In summary, past repeated experiences 
with discrimination may increase anxious expectations 
of rejection in future situations, which may relate to how 
ambiguous events are interpreted and what emotional 
responses are elicited (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002). 

Racial Microaggression 
The nature of racism is thought to have shifted to a 
more modern and subtle form that is referred to as 
microaggressions, which are ambiguous and often hard 
to identify forms of discrimination (Sue et al., 2007). 
Although discrimination towards racial minorities may 
manifest overtly through blatant physical violence or 
unjust treatment, Lui (2020) suggested that microag­
gressions differ from overt discrimination as they occur 
more frequently and place a significant psychological 
burden on recipients (Lui, 2020). Microaggressions are 
thought to stem from unconscious racism and may be 
directed towards any marginalized group including, but 
not limited to, gender, sexual orientation, or race (Lui, 
2020; Lui & Quezada, 2019). They are characterized as 
brief, everyday exchanges which communicate hostile, 
offensive, or derogatory messages—whether intentional 
or not—directed towards individuals belonging to a 
racial minority (Ogunyemi et al., 2020; Torres-Harding 
et al., 2020). 

Microaggressions often result in the marginalized 
individual experiencing psychological and physiologi­
cal distress with a negative effect on social well-being 
(Pooloksingham et al., 2014; Sue et al., 2007). For 
example, one common microaggression experienced 
by Asian Americans and other minority groups is the 
question “Where are you really from?” which is rooted 
in the assumption that the person was not born in the 
United States (Sue, 2010). Furthermore, experiencing 
racial microaggressions from faculty and other peers is 
related to social, academic, and emotional challenges 
for students of color (Robinson-Perez et al., 2020). For 
example, Farber et al. (2021) found that non-White 
college students’ experiences of microaggressions were 
associated with greater depressive and stress symptoms. 

Individuals faced with the ambiguous nature of 
microaggressions undergo an arduous process as they 
must first determine whether the incident occurred, if 
the perpetrator consciously behaved in a discriminatory 
manner, and then decide on a sufficient response (Keels et 
al., 2017). This framework suggests that microaggressions 
may have stronger effects than overt racial discrimination, 

as individuals are affected even if they do not consciously 
recognize the fact that they have been a victim of a 
microaggression (Keels et al., 2017). Experiencing racial 
microaggressions results in an expenditure of significant 
emotional and cognitive energy and can lead to an increase 
in perceived stress, which negatively impacts the mental 
and physical health of minority students (Keels et al., 2017; 
Torres-Harding, 2020). 

Microaggressions in Media
Microaggressions are visually present in many forms 
of media, including television. Prior research has used 
examples of microaggressions and discrimination from 
social media (Tao & Fisher, 2022) and American television 
shows (Mastro et al., 2008; Washington et al., 2021) to 
study the effects of witnessing similar others experienc­
ing discrimination. There is a large body of research that 
demonstrates the complex effects of media on individuals 
(e.g., Valkenburg et al., 2016). For stigmatized groups, 
negative portrayals and cultural messages shown in media 
can foster prejudice, and are associated with negative 
health outcomes (National Academy of Medicine, 2017). 
For example, a study conducted by Roberts and colleagues 
(2017) recruited African American students to assess their 
reactions to descriptions of fatal shootings of African 
Americans and found that higher race-based rejection 
sensitivity and components of racial identity increased 
feelings of distress. Armstead and colleagues (1989) 
reported that African American participants experienced 
increases in blood pressure after viewing excerpts from 
popular movies that depicted racism directed at African 
American characters. 

Viewing microaggressions or discrimination in 
the media has been recognized as a form of vicarious 
discrimination, which is the witnessing of racism 
targeting one’s own racial or ethnic group (Verdugo et 
al., 2024). Studies show that vicarious discrimination, 
whether witnessed through social media or in-person, is 
related to poorer mental health (ElTohamy et al., 2024; 
Verdugo et al., 2024). Research during the COVID-19 
pandemic provided evidence that the experience of 
vicarious discrimination associated with anti-Asian hate 
crime was related to increased anxiety and depressive 
symptoms in Asian Americans (e.g., Yi et al. 2023).

 Psychophysiological Impacts of Discrimination
Prior research indicates that individuals born to immi­
grant families may experience difficulty being accepted 
as full members of society, with many South Asians 
perceived as foreigners despite being born or raised in 
America (Kaduvettoor-Davidson & Inman, 2013; Tineo 
et al., 2021). The minority stress theory suggests that 
the prejudice and discrimination faced by individuals 
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of racially marginalized groups results in elevated levels 
of stress (Wong-Padoongpatt et al., 2020), which may 
be predictive of internalizing symptoms associated with 
higher levels of anxiety. Furthermore, these experiences 
may lead to feelings of alienation, diminished participa­
tion in campus life, identity confusion, and increased 
levels of suicidality (Ogunyemi et al., 2020; Tineo et al., 
2021). Additionally, discrimination is strongly related to 
trait and state anxiety (Hwang & Goto, 2009).

Few studies have examined anxiety among youth 
in relation to discrimination, despite the fact that an 
exchange or situation perceived as discriminatory can 
result in psychological stress responses (Clark et al., 
1999; Stein et al., 2019). These responses include but 
are not limited to shame, anger, and anxiety which can 
impact physiological responses within the body (Clark 
et al., 1999; Stein et al., 2019). 

Moreover, an individual’s primary appraisal of a 
situation determines whether a situation is irrelevant, 
harmless, positive, or stressful, which can in turn result 
in various physiological responses (Clark et al., 1999; 
Ogunyemi et al., 2020). The minority stress theory states 
that prejudice and discrimination faced by individuals 
of racially marginalized groups can result in elevated 
levels of stress, which are often associated with a surge 
of the cardiovascular system commonly resulting in 
an increased heart rate and blood pressure, decreased 
heart rate variability, and a risk for cardiovascular 
disease (Clark et al., 1999; Hoggard et al., 2015; Wong-
Padoongpatt et al., 2020). Despite the association of 
racial discrimination with negative health outcomes, 
there is little understanding of the mechanisms through 
which racial discrimination influences the changes in 
physiological systems and health outcomes (Hoggard 
et al., 2015). 

The Present Study
Considering the psychological and physiological distress 
associated with experiencing microaggressions and the 
growing diversity of the student body in higher educa­
tion (Ogunyemi et al., 2020), the present study sought 
to examine the relationships between past experiences 
of perceived racial discrimination, rejection sensitivity, 
microaggressions and emotional and physiological 
reactions among South Asian students. There were two 
parts to this longitudinal study: the first part examined 
past perceived discrimination and rejection sensitivity, 
and the second part used videos from popular shows 
and movies to examine the impact of watching a video 
depicting South Asian characters experiencing microag­
gressions on participants’ mood and heart rate. 

We anticipated that labelling the interactions in 
the video as microaggressive was expected to influence 

emotional and physiological reactions to the video. This 
hypothesis was based on the research that demonstrates 
that experiencing microaggressions is associated with 
negative psychological and physiological responses (e.g., 
Keels et al., 2017; Torres-Harding et al., 2020), as well 
as research that indicated that individuals who watch 
media portrayals of characters like them who experience 
discrimination also have elevated physiological and 
psychological responses (ElTohamy et al., 2024; Verdugo 
et al., 2024). Figure 1 depicts this hypothesized model. 

We hypothesized that greater perceived past dis­
crimination would relate to more rejection sensitivity 
and to increased heart rate and negative affect, as well 
as decreased positive affect after viewing the video. 
Rejection sensitivity was expected to be positively 
associated with identifying microaggressions in the 
video. Labelling the video as more microaggressive was 
expected to relate to subsequent increases in heart rate 
and negative affect and a decrease in positive affect after 
viewing the video. Rejection sensitivity and labelling the 
video as microaggressive were hypothesized to serially 
mediate the relationship between perceptions of past 
discrimination and emotional and physiological reac­
tions to the video. 

Methods
Participants
Participants were 192 students recruited from Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Participants ranged in age 
from 19 to 30 (M = 23.92; SD = 2.30); 108 self-identified 
as men (56.3%), 80 as women (41.7%), four identified 
as nonbinary or did not say (2.0%). Participants were 
postsecondary students in the United States who self-
identified as South Asian Americans (53.1% Indian, 13.5 
% Pakistani, 4.2% Bangladeshi, 14.1% Sri Lankan, 9.4% 
Nepali, 5.7% other), with the most born in the United 
States (93.8%).

Measures
Demographics
Demographics included questionnaires regarding 
eligibility (i.e., born or raised in North America, attend­
ing postsecondary school, and type or model of Apple 
Watch/Fitbit), age, gender, specific ethnic background 
(e.g., Indian, Pakistani). Participants were required to 
own an Apple Watch or Fitbit to be eligible for the study 
in order to measure heart rate. Most reported having an 
Apple Watch (69.3%) with the remainder being Fitbit 
users (30.7%). 

Previous Discriminatory Experience
The Ever yday Discrimination Scale (EDS),  a 
9-item self-report questionnaire, was used to assess 
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perceptions of the frequency of previous discrimina­
tory experiences (Kershaw et al., 2016; Williams et 
al., 1997) by asking participants to report how often 
each item occurs to them in their day-to-day lives. 
Some example items include, “You are treated with less 
courtesy than other people are,” and “You are treated 
with less respect than other people are” (Kershaw et 
al., 2016; Williams et al., 1977). Participants responded 
to each item using a six-point scale ranging from 
never (1) to almost every day (6). Strong reliability 
was indicated in past research (α = .88; Kershaw et al., 
2016) and in the present study (α = .91). 

Rejection Sensitivity
The Status-Based Rejection Sensitivity for Asian 
Americans (RS-A) was utilized to assess status-based 
rejection sensitivity (Chan & Mendoza-Denton, 
2008). The 11-item self-report questionnaire describes 
situations in which Asian American students may 
experience discrimination due to their ethnicity or race. 
Some examples of the situations include, “One of your 
classmates who happens to be of the same ethnicity is 
having difficulty with a class assignment. You offer your 
help to the person,” and “You are at a party, and you are 
introduced to a friend of a friend, who proceeds to ask 
you where you’re from” (Chan & Mendoza-Denton, 
2008). Participants responded to each item twice, first 
using a six-point scale ranging from unconcerned (1) 
to very concerned (6) to indicate their concern and 
anxiety regarding possible rejection, then indicating 
the likelihood of the other person engaging in a reject­
ing manner due to their race, with responses ranging 
from very unlikely (1) to very likely (6). Scores for each 
situation are obtained by multiplying the degree of 
anxiety with likelihood of rejection, then total scores 
were obtained. Past research indicates high reliability 
(α = .83; Chan & Mendoza-Denton, 2008). Through a 
technical error, one of the situations was not included. 
Alpha was .94. 

Heart Rate 
Heart rate (HR) was measured to assess the physi­
ological response at baseline and after viewing the video. 
Participants were provided with instructions about how 
to use their Apple Watch or Fitbit to measure their heart 
rate before and after viewing the videos to assess any 
change in heart rate. Apple Watches have the strongest 
association with the Polar heart rate monitor (r = .59-
.99), followed by Fitbit (r = .16-.99; Dooley et al., 2017). 
Baseline heart rate was controlled for in the analyses.

Mood
The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) was 
utilized to assess affect prior to and after viewing the 

video (Watson et al., 1998). The questionnaire consists 
of 10 items measuring positive affect (PA) and 10 items 
measuring negative affect (NA) with responses rated on 
a five-point scale, ranging from very slightly or not at all 
(1) to extremely (5). Examples of items used to assess 
PA were “Interested” and “Excited.” Examples of items 
used to assess NA were “Guilty” and “Scared.” Alpha in 
the present study was .92 for PA and .95 for NA during 
Time 1 (T1) and .93 for PA and .93 for NA during Time 
2 (T2). Baseline affect was controlled for in analyses.

Post Video Reaction 
The item “On a scale of one to five, with (1) being 
not at all and (5) being very, rate whether the media 
clip depicts racial microaggressions” was used for the 
purpose of analyses. 

Materials
Diaphragmatic Breathing
Participants were provided with instructions for 
diaphragmatic breathing to be done for one minute to 
obtain an accurate baseline heart rate (see Appendix; 
Russell et al., 2014). 

Video
We sought out examples of microaggressions targeting 
South Asian characters in popular media. However, 
based on the underrepresentation of prominent South 
Asian characters in Western media, options which clearly 
illustrated microaggressive incidents involving the South 
Asian character in a lead role or significant side role 
were quite limited. Following the selection process, a 
video montage of four scenes from popular TV shows 
and movies displaying various racial microaggressions 
directed at SA characters was created (see Table 3 for 
greater detail). A pilot study with 31 university students 
indicated that the montage with four scenes that included 
microaggressions were viewed as significantly more 
microaggressive than a montage of four scenes from 
the same popular TV shows and movies that depicted 
neutral interactions between the characters, t(30) = -3.92, 
p < .001, 95% CI [-4.09; -1.32]. The duration of the video 
was 3 minutes and 23 seconds with the mean length for 
each scene being approximately 50 seconds. 

Procedure
The study was approved by the university Institutional 
Review Board prior to data collection. Participants were 
recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and 
completed screening questions to determine eligibility. 
Eligible participants were directed to a consent form 
outlining their rights and the purpose of the study. 
Participants created a unique ID at the beginning of 
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the T1 survey and were informed of the potential to 
participate in the T2 study. During T1, participants 
answered demographic questions and completed the 
RS-A and the EDS. The average time was 18 minutes and 
39 seconds and participants were compensated $1.00.           

Participants who successfully completed the T1 
survey were contacted one week later through MTurk to 
invite participation in T2. After providing consent they 
were instructed to sit quietly in a room with minimal 
distractions to complete a brief diaphragmatic breath­
ing exercise. Participants then measured and reported 
their baseline heart rate using their smartwatch and 
completed the PANAS. Next, participants were directed 
to the YouTube video. They measured and reported their 
heart rate and completed the PANAS a second time after 
viewing the video. Participants then responded to the 
postvideo questions to assess their attitudes towards the 
video. The average time for T2 was 12 minutes and 26 
seconds. Participants were compensated $2.00. 

Data Cleaning
After 103 participants were excluded because of failed 
attention checks or major inconsistencies in their survey 
responses, data were cleaned and checked for missing 
items and outliers. In total, 13 additional cases were 
excluded from analyses (10 were identified as multivari­
ate outliers based on a regression analysis predicting T2 
heart rate with all of the predictors; Tababchnick & Fidell, 
2007), one provided blood pressure rather than heart 
rate, and two additional cases were removed because the 
reported heart rates that were outside of the plausible range 
(20–220-bpm based on Avram et al., 2019). There was no 
missing data for the variables included in the analyses.

Results
The means, standard deviations, and correlation 
coefficients for all study variables were considered 
(see Table 1). There was a large positive relationship 
between discrimination and rejection sensitivity, with 
individuals reporting more past racial discrimination 
tending to have higher levels of rejection sensitivity. 
Both greater discrimination and rejection sensitivity 
were associated with perceiving racial microaggres­
sions in the video. Higher rejection sensitivity was 
significantly related to a greater T2 heart rate and 
negative affect but not T2 positive affect. The tendency 
to label the video as microaggressive was significantly 
related to higher T2 heart rate and negative affect and 
lower T2 positive affect. 

Mediation Analyses
The primary analyses focused on whether the relation­
ship between past discrimination and the emotional 

and physiological responses to the video were serially 
mediated through rejection sensitivity and the tendency 
to label the video as racially microaggressive, control­
ling for the relevant T1 emotional and physiological 
measures (see Figure 1). 

Initial Mediation Analyses
Initially, a series of simple mediation analyses using Hayes’ 
(2018) PROCESS macro Model 4, based on bootstrapping 
of 10,000 samples, was conducted to assess the simple 
mediation relationships between the variables prior to 
running the full serial mediation model. Specifically, we 
aimed to assess whether rejection sensitivity mediates the 
relationship between perceptions of past discrimination 
and labeling interactions in the videos as microaggressive? 
Further, we explored whether labeling the interactions 
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TABLE 1

Descriptive Statistics (N = 192)
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Discrimination 2.84 1.08 -

2. Rejection Sensitivity 12.58 6.02    .61*** -

3. Microaggression Label 3.16 1.19 .15* .22** -

4. T1 Heart Rate 77.03   13.60   .23**    .15* .07 -

5. T2 Heart Rate 80.76   14.36    .27*** .22**    .24***    .82*** -

6. T1 Positive Affect 3.13 0.95   -.18*   -.11    -.13    .06 .00 -

7. T2 Positive Affect 2.90 1.01   -.11   -.07   -.26***   .07 -.04  .79*** -

8. T1 Negative Affect 1.69 0.91   .28***   .30***    .06   .18*     .13    .01  .06 -

9. T2 Negative Affect 1.88 0.91    .28***    .34***    .24***  .18*     .21**    .08 -.04 .81*** -

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01, *p < .05.

FIGURE 1

Discrimination to Response: Serial Mediation Model

Note. Hypothesized serial mediation relationship between previous discriminatory experience and T2 
emotional/physiological responses to video through rejection sensitivity and labelling as microaggressive, 
controlling for baseline (T1) emotional/physiological responses.  
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in the video as microaggressive mediates the relation­
ship between rejection sensitivity and the emotional 
and physiological reactions (i.e., T2HR, T2PA, T2NA) 
when controlling for T1 emotional and physiological 
reactions (i.e., T1HR, T1PA, T1NA)?  

The first analysis examined the possible mediating 
effect of rejection sensitivity on the relationship between 
perceptions of past discrimination and labeling the 
video as microaggressive. There was a significant effect 

from perceptions of past discrimination to rejection 
sensitivity (b = 3.40; SE = .32; p < .001), but the effect of 
discrimination to labeling the video as microaggressive 
was not significant (b = 0.03; SE = .10; p = .718). The 
path from rejection sensitivity to labeling the video 
as microaggressive was significant (b = 0.04; SE = .02;  
p = .027). The effect of perceptions of past discrimination 
on labeling the interactions in the video as microag­
gressive was mediated through rejection sensitivity  
(b = 0.13; SE = .06; LLCI = .03; ULCI = .25), such that 
greater perceived past discrimination was related to higher 
levels of rejection sensitivity which related to a greater 
likelihood of labeling the interactions as microaggressive.

The next set of analyses examined the possible 
mediation effect of labeling the interactions in the video 
as microaggressive on the relationship between rejection 
sensitivity and T2 emotional and physiological reactions, 
while controlling for the relevant T1 emotional and 
physiological reaction. First, we examined the possible 
mediation of labeling the interactions in the video as 
microaggressive on the relationship between rejection 
sensitivity and T2 heart rate, controlling for T1 heart 
rate (RS→MA→T2HR). There was a significant effect 
from rejection sensitivity to labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive (b = 0.04; SE = .01;  
p = .003) but no significant effect from rejection sensitiv­
ity to T2 heart rate (b = 0.15; SE = .10; p = .113). There 
was a significant effect from labeling the interactions as 
microaggressive to T2 heart rate when controlling for 
T1 heart rate (b = 2.09; SE = .49; p < .001). The effect 
of rejection sensitivity on T2 heart rate (controlling for 
T1 heart rate) was mediated by labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive (b = 0.09; SE = .04;  
LLCI = .03; ULCI = .16).

Similar analyses were conducted to understand 
these relationships for positive and negative affect. 
For RS→MA→T2PA (controlling for T1PA), there was 
a significant effect from rejection sensitivity to label­
ing the interactions in the video as microaggressive  
(b = 0.04; SE = .01; p = .004) but no significant effect 
from rejection sensitivity to T2PA (b = 0.01; SE = .01; 
p = .261). There was a significant effect from labeling 
the interactions as microaggressive to T2PA when 
controlling for T1PA (b = -0.14; SE = .04; p < .001). 
The effect of rejection sensitivity on T2PA (controlling 
for T1PA) was mediated by labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive (b = -0.01; SE = .00;  
LLCI = -.01; ULCI = -.002).

For RS→MA→T2NA (controlling for T1NA), there 
was a significant effect from rejection sensitivity to 
labeling the interactions in the video as microaggressive  
(b = 0.04; SE = .01; p = .003) but no significant effect 
from rejection sensitivity to T2NA (b = 0.01; SE = .01;  
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TABLE 2

Indirect Effects of Previous Experiences of Discrimination  
on Reactions to Video Through Rejection Sensitivity  

and Labeling Microaggressions 
effect se 95%CI

1. INDIRECT EFFECT: DISC→RS→MA→T2HR (T1HR AS COVARIATE)

DISC–RS–HR .34 .46 -.56 to 1.46

DISC–MA–HR .06 .21 -.36 to .51

DISC–RS–MA–HR .28 .14  .04 to .59*

2. INDIRECT EFFECT: DISC→RS→MA→T2 PA (T1PA AS COVARIATE)

DISC-RS-PA .02 .03 -.04 to .06

DISC-MA-PA .00 .01 -.03 to .03

DISC-RS-MA-PA  -.02 .01  -.04 to -.01*

3. INDIRECT EFFECT: DISC→RS→MA→T2NA (T1NA AS COVARIATE)

DISC-RS-NA .03 .02 -.01 to .08

DISC-MA-NA .00 .01 -.02 to .04

DISC-RS-MA-NA .02 .01   .01 to .04*

Note. DISC = discrimination. HR = heart rate. PA = positive affect. NA = negative affect. RS = rejection 
sensitivity. MA = microaggresive. * CI does not contain 0 indicating a significant path

FIGURE 2

Discrimination to Response: Serial Mediation Model

Note. Serial Mediation: DISC → RS →MA →T2HR controlling for T1HR. Only significant paths indicated in 
the model; ***p < .001; **p < .01, *p < .05  



410COPYRIGHT 2025 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 30, NO. 4/ISSN 2325-7342)

p = .114). There was a significant effect from labeling the 
interactions as microaggressive to T2NA when controlling 
for T1NA (b = 0.14; SE = .03; p < .001). The effect of 
rejection sensitivity on T2NA (controlling for T1NA) 
was partially mediated by labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive (b = 0.01; SE = .00;  
LLCI = .002; ULCI = .012).  

The simple mediation analyses described in this 
section provided support for each of the hypothesized 
paths in the model depicted in Figure 1. The next step 
involved conducting serial mediation analyses. 

Serial Mediation Analyses
Next, three serial mediation models were considered 
using Hayes’ Model 6 in the PROCESS macro, based 
on bootstrapping of 10,000 samples. For heart rate, 
the direct effect of perceived past racial discrimination 
on T2HR (controlling for T1HR) was not significant  
(b = 0.51; SE = .67; p = .447). However, the total effect of 
perceived discrimination on T2HR through the indirect 
effects of rejection sensitivity and labeling the interac­
tions in the video as microaggressive was significant  
(b = 1.19; SE = .56; p = .036). The effect of discrimina­
tion on T2HR is serially mediated through rejection 
sensitivity and labeling the interactions in the video 
as microaggressive with more discrimination related 
to more rejection sensitivity, which related to a greater 
tendency to label the video as microaggressive, which 
related to a higher heart rate after viewing the video 
when controlling for T1 heart rate. The other pos­
sible mediating paths were not statistically significant  
(i.e., DISC→RS→T2HR; DISC→MA→T2HR; see Table 2 
and Figure 2).

For positive affect, the direct effect of perceptions of 
past racial discrimination on T2PA (controlling for T1PA) 
was not significant (b = 0.03; SE = .05; p = .578) nor was the 
total effect of discrimination on T2PA through the indirect 
effects of rejection sensitivity and labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive (b = 0.03; SE = .04; p = 
.547). However, there was evidence that the relationship 
between discrimination and T2PA is serially mediated 
through rejection sensitivity and labeling the interactions 
in the video as microaggressive with more discrimination 
related to more rejection sensitivity, which related to a 
greater tendency to label the video as microaggressive, 
which related to less positive affect after viewing the video 
when controlling for T1 positive affect . Again, the other  
possible mediating paths were not statistically significant. 
See Table 2 and Figure 3.

Finally, a similar pattern was found for negative 
affect. The direct effect of discrimination on T2NA 
(controlling for T1NA) was not significant (b = -0.01; SE 
= .04; p = .921) nor was the total effect of discrimination 

on T2NA through the indirect effects of rejection 
sensitivity and labeling the interactions in the video as 
microaggressive (b = 0.03; SE = .04; p = .547). However, 
as was the case for positive affect, there was evidence 
that the relationship between discrimination and T2NA 
is serially mediated through rejection sensitivity and 
labeling the interactions in the video as microaggressive 
with greater discrimination related to higher rejection 
sensitivity, which related to a greater tendency to label 
the video as microaggressive, which related to more 
negative affect when controlling for T1 negative affect. 
The other possible mediating paths were not statistically 
significant. See Table 2 and Figure 4.
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FIGURE 3

Serial Mediation of Discrimination Effects on Positive Affect 

Note. Serial Mediation: DISC → RS → MA → T2PA controlling for T1PA. Only significant paths indicated in 
the model; ***p < .001; **p < .01, *p < .05

FIGURE 4

Serial Mediation of Discrimination Effects on Negative Affect

Note. Serial Mediation: DISC → RS → MA → T2NA controlling for T1NA. Only significant paths indicated in 
the model; ***p < .001; **p < .01, *p < .05
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Discussion
Studies have shown that three in four POC experi­
ence discrimination within their daily lives (Wong-
Padoongpatt et al, 2020). Despite research focusing on 
the link between racial microaggressions and health, 
the impact of microaggressions on South Asians has 
received little attention (Ogunyemi et al., 2020). This 
study addresses this gap by examining the relationship 
between perceptions of past discrimination, racially 
based rejection sensitivity, and emotional and physi­
ological responses of South Asian American postsec­
ondary students to viewing scenes from popular media 
that depicted microaggressions directed at South Asian 
characters. 

Individuals who perceived greater prior discrimina­
tion and those with higher levels of rejection sensitivity 
tended to label the interactions in videos as more 
microaggressive, which was related to their emotional 
and physiological responses following the video.

There was strong evidence for the serial mediation 
model presented in Figure 1. Specifically, the effect of 
perceived discrimination on T2 heart rate (controlling 
for T1 heart rate) was serially mediated through rejec­
tion sensitivity and labeling the interactions in the video 
as microaggressive. Similarly, the hypothesized serial 
mediation pathways from perceived past racial discrimi­
nation through rejection sensitivity through labeling the 
video as microaggressive to increased negative affect 
and decreased positive affect were both significant. 
The results suggest that perceiving greater past racial 
discrimination relates to higher levels of status-based 
rejection sensitivity which primes individuals to see 
the interactions in the video as microaggressive, which 

relates to an increase in heart rate and negative affect 
and a decrease in positive affect. 

This is consistent with research suggesting that 
experiencing microaggressions can lead to psychologi­
cal and physiological responses associated with stress, 
negatively impacting mental and physical health 
(Torres-Harding, 2020). As mentioned earlier, frequent 
encounters with discrimination can lead individuals 
to develop hypervigilance, causing them to interpret 
situations as intentional acts of rejection (Downey & 
Feldman, 1996; Mellin, 2008; Mendoza-Denton et al., 
2002). In the present study, individuals who reported 
higher levels of racially based rejection sensitivity were 
more likely to identify the interactions in the video as 
microaggressive and this subsequently influenced their 
emotional and physiological responses to the video. 

These findings are also consistent with research that 
shows experiencing vicarious discrimination, whether 
in-person or through the media, is related to increased 
distress and negative health outcomes (e.g., National 
Academy of Medicine, 2017; Roberts et al., 2017). It is 
important to consider the content of the videos used in 
the present study which depicted mild microaggressive 
incidents targeting South Asian characters from popular 
media. Many of the young adults who participated in 
this study were likely familiar with these TV shows and 
movies. Thus, some may have perceived the microag­
gressive interactions as entertainment rather than 
discriminatory. However, for individuals who are primed 
to see rejection in racial situations (i.e., those high in 
rejection sensitivity), even the “mild” microaggressive 
interactions depicted in the video appeared were related 
to heart rate and affect. 

The fact that we found evidence of the hypothesized 
serial mediation when using relatively mild examples of 
microaggressions is critically important as these are the 
types of events that participants likely encounter daily. 
Individuals who have experienced discrimination are 
primed for anxious expectations, making it more likely 
that they identify microaggressions in their daily life—in 
the media they consume and in their interactions—
which was related to increased heart rate and negative 
affect and decreased positive affect. In the present study, 
it’s possible that merely viewing these mild microaggres­
sive interactions triggered participants to recall their 
own past negative encounters and contributed to the 
emotional and physiological response.  

In addition, seeing media depictions of microag­
gressive or discriminatory acts directed at South Asians, 
whether in popular TV shows, movies, or in the local 
news, is common. Studies have shown individuals can 
experience negative consequences associated with 
observing discriminatory interactions, such as subtle 
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TABLE 3

Descriptions of Video Clips Depicting Microaggressive 
 Interactions Targeting South Asian Characters

Show/Movie Name Description URL

The Office 
Episode: Email Surveillance 
(Season 2, Episode 9)

Micheel is upset that the IT 
specialist, Sadiq, was given an 
invitation to Jim’s BBQ over him. 

Starting at 0:00
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0

Bend it like Beckham While Jazz is at Juliette’s house, 
Juliette’s mom enters a discus-
sion with Jazz about her name, 
culture, and arranged marriages

Starting at 0:35
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0

Parks and Recreation
Episode: The Stakeout 
(Season 2, Episode 2)

Leslie questions where Tom is 
from. Not satisfied with the 
answer, Leslie rephrases her 
question and asks Tom where he 
lived prior to North Carolina. 

Starting at 1:51
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0 

Harold and Kumar Escape  
from Guantanamo Bay

While Harold and Kumar are 
seated in their plane, a fellow 
passenger is seen to be looking 
at Kumar in a suspicious manner.

Starting at 2:41
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j67vMy2D9d0
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microaggressions seen in media (Ozier et al., 2019). 
Thus, it is very likely that South Asian young adults, 
particularly those who are primed to anticipate status-
based rejection based on their past experiences with 
discrimination, may be at risk for regularly experiencing 
the emotional and physiological responses assessed in 
this study. These experiences can strain social relation­
ships, compromise the students’ sense of belonging at the 
educational institution, and result in greater symptoms 
of depression and anxiety (Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002; 
Torres-Harding et al., 2020). 

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 
The small sample size was a limitation. Although a 
power analysis for serial mediation models indicated 
our sample was sufficient (Schoemann et al., 2017), this 
model does not account for covariates and some of our 
effects were smaller than expected, meaning that the 
analyses were likely underpowered. Another limitation 
may be the familiarity participants had with the comedic 
TV shows and movie clips used in the video montage. 
This may have reduced the effect of witnessing microag­
gressions against the South Asian characters. The use of 
MTurk as a means of recruiting participants was also a 
potential limitation. However, we considered common 
concerns often seen with crowdsourcing platforms and 
utilized solutions suggested by Hauser and colleagues 
(2019) to help mitigate these concerns. For example, to 
ensure that participants were attentive, the survey was 
brief in length, contained multiple attention checks 
at both time points for the survey, and included open 
ended questions to assess whether participants were 
fluent English speakers. Furthermore, participants who 
completed the survey in less than half of the average 
time, who missed more than half the attention checks, 
or had substantial missing or problematic data were not 
included. Settings within both Qualtrics and MTurk 
were utilized to restrict the geographic location of 
participants to the U.S., as well as to prevent multiple 
submissions and indexing. Finally, we also utilized 
multivariate outlier detection to remove additional prob­
lematic cases. Despite these efforts, it remains possible 
that some individuals may not have fully participated 
as intended (e.g., finding a quiet place, following all of 
the steps or diaphragmatic breathing, or fully watching 
the video montage).  

Despite the limitations, this study has significant 
strengths. First, this study considered the types of 
racially charged encounters individuals of South Asian 
descent may regularly experience. The study is innova­
tive in terms of assessing everyday microaggressions 
compared to overt experiences of discrimination. 
Despite growing research, little is known about South 

Asians and this study helps to fill that gap. Furthermore, 
an individual’s identity and self-esteem can be shaped 
by the media they consume (McCullough et al., 2021). 
Thus, utilizing clips from popular media to investigate 
the impact of previous discriminatory experiences on 
rejection sensitivity and physiological and psychological 
reaction was a strength. Another innovation was assess­
ing participant’s heart rate online via smartwatches both 
prior to and after viewing the video. 

Future research could replicate the findings of this 
study in person rather than online and may consider 
creating original video clips or using non-comedic clips. 
For example, original media content depicting various 
microaggressions could be created using artificial intel­
ligence to allow for manipulation of scenarios (micro­
aggressive vs. not) across different ethnic and racial 
groups (Haut et al., 2021). Based on the heterogeneity 
of the South Asian population, future research may also 
consider investigating whether there are any differences 
among different South Asian cultural groups.

Implications
Findings could influence practices within educational 
institutions where one may not only experience 
microaggression directed at themselves but may also 
experience vicarious discrimination when viewing 
fellow peers of similar ethnicities experiencing dis­
crimination . Repeated exposure to discrimination 
can lead to heightened rejection sensitivity which 
makes it likely that the person sees potential rejection 
even in ambiguous situations (Mendoza-Denton et al., 
2002). Thus, it may be helpful to implement practices 
that provide individuals with the appropriate stress 
coping strategies to adequately assess and respond to 
discriminatory experiences while ensuring that they 
don’t become hypervigilant to rejection. Other coping 
strategies may involve engagement mechanisms, such as 
social support, problem solving, expression of emotion, 
which is showcased to mediate the link between micro­
aggressions and mental health (Ogumyemi et al., 2020). 

Implementing practices tailored towards raising 
cultural sensitivity among postsecondary institutions 
is also critically important. Our results have shown that 
perceived past discrimination can lead to heightened 
rejection sensitivity which in turn primes individuals 
to view microaggressions and sustain emotional and 
physiological changes. Given the increasing diversity 
among the student body and that intolerance can lead 
to a hostile campus where POC are associated with 
negative stereotypes, it is important that all faculty, 
students, and staff work towards facilitating a positive 
campus environment (Ogunyemi et al., 2020). This 
may include an environment which includes higher 
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campus diversity and cultural competency to prevent 
themes such as classroom bias (Ogunyemi et al., 2020). 
This can be achieved by implementing multicultural 
training to educate members on how to identify and 
respond to racial microaggressions on campus along 
with conducting cultural sensitivity workshops during 
student orientation (Houshmand et al., 2014). Provided 
that individual factors, such as rejection sensitivity, 
are observed to influence an individual’s response to 
a racially ambiguous situation, it may be beneficial to 
implement educational workshops related to the concept 
of rejection sensitivity and discuss how it may influence 
emotional and cognitive responses (Clark et al., 1999).

Conclusion
Overall, the present study contributes to the literature 
regarding experiences with microaggressions by highlight­
ing the potential impact of perceived racial discrimination 
and microaggressions on the emotional and physiological 
well-being of South Asian American postsecondary stu­
dents. Our findings showcase that individuals who perceive 
greater past discrimination are more likely to develop 
heightened rejection sensitivity, which in turn primes 
them to identify racial microaggressions in their environ­
ment—including vicariously through the media they 
consume—which we believe relates to increased heart rate, 
heightened negative affect, and decreased positive affect. 

The fact that these findings were observed in 
response to relatively mild microaggressions depicted 
in popular media suggests that the cumulative impact 
of these experiences in real life interactions may be even 
more detrimental. Given that microaggressions are com­
monplace in educational settings, media representation, 
and workplaces, these findings have crucial implications 
for mental health interventions, institutional policies, 
and media representation. 

Future research should include longitudinal studies 
that can explore the long-term consequences of chronic 
exposure to microaggressions. It should also include a 
larger sample size and investigate cultural differences 
among other ethnic groups, ideally considering how 
witnessing microaggressions directed at someone 
from your culture compares to witnessing microag­
gressions directed at someone from another ethnic 
group. Additionally, curating original videos potentially 
through the use of AI demonstrating microaggressions 
of varying distress levels rather than those with a 
comedic undertone may be beneficial. 
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APPENDIX

Instructions for Diaphragmatic Breathing

Participants were provided with the following instructions to partake in diaphragmatic breathing for one 
minute to obtain a baseline heartrate. The instructions were obtained from a study conducted by Russell and 
colleagues (2014) pertaining to diaphragmatic breathing: 

1.	 Please find a comfortable position with your head centered and supported. Relax your shoulders and 
sit with your knees and feet apart. 

2.	 Close your eyes, smooth your forehead, and relax your mouth to ensure you are not clenching your jaw.  

3.	 Place your right hand on top of your stomach, right below the ribcage. Release air from your body by 
exhaling in a complete and relaxed manner without controlling or forcing air from your body. 

4.	 When you are ready, take your next breath. Ensure your stomach is gently rising as you inhale, you 
may feel it pushing against your hand. Count to three while you breath in.

5.	 Release your muscles and let your stomach fall as you exhale. Count to three as you release your breath 
in a relaxed manner. 

Repeat the cycle for one minute and record the baseline heart as displayed on your Apple Watch or Fitbit.
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