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ABSTRACT 

Applying interdependence and critical consciousness theories, this study adopted 

a two-phase sequential explanatory mixed-methods design with dyadic data to examine 

three overarching research questions on Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples’ 

well-being, in particular, psychological distress and relationship satisfaction. First, as part 

of Phase 1, this study examined actor and partner associations between perceived blatant 

or subtle racism against the Asian partner and well-being. Second, whether critical 

consciousness moderated the associations between perceived racism and well-being was 

examined. Third, as part of Phase 2, this study engaged participants to interpret how 

critical consciousness may have shaped their own and their partner’s well-being in the 

face of racism.  

In Phase 1, 191 self-identified Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples (N = 

382 individuals) completed an online survey. In Phase 2, a subsample of eight couples (n 

= 16 individuals) purposefully selected from Phase 1 completed semi-structured 

individual interviews (Mlength = 79 minutes). Results from Actor-Partner Interdependence 

Models revealed positive actor associations between perceived blatant and subtle racism 

with psychological distress for both Asian and White partners, and a negative actor 

association between perceived subtle racism and relationship satisfaction for White 

partners. Asian partners’ higher critical consciousness placed them at risk for greater 

psychological distress and lower relationship satisfaction if they perceived more frequent 

blatant racism; however, White partner’s critical consciousness mitigated the positive 

associations between Asian partners’ perceived blatant or subtle racism and 

psychological distress. Thematic analysis for multiple perspective interviews from Phase 
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2 highlighted that both Asian and White partners perceived racism as intersectional and 

manifesting at interpersonal, relational, and systemic levels. Participants highlighted the 

eroding effects of subtle racism in comparison to blatant racism and how higher critical 

consciousness facilitated White partners to empathize with and support Asian partners to 

cope with the negative impact of racism. 

This study offers an empirical understanding of Asian-White interracial 

heterosexual couples’ well-being in a relationship context. Counseling psychologists and 

other mental health professionals working with couples can draw from this study’s 

implications to promote critical consciousness in White partners and enhance 

communication on racism-related topics to promote both Asian and White partners’ well-

being.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Romantic relationships between interracial or inter-ethnic partners have been on a 

steady growth in the United States (Pew Research Center, 2017a). Rising from the 3% in 

newlywed couples when Loving v. Virginia first ruled anti-miscegenation laws as 

unconstitutional in 1967, 17% new marriages in 2015 involved partners of different race 

or ethnicity from each other. Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial or ethnic 

groups in the United States (Pew Research Center, 2017b). Approximately 30% of Asians 

and Asian Americans entered a new marriage in 2015 with a partner of a different race or 

ethnicity from them, and Asian-White couples composed of about 14% of newlywed 

interracial couples (Pew Research Center, 2017a). In addition to married couples, more 

Asian-White couples reported cohabitating (Qian, 2011), and this was especially true 

between Asian women and White American men (Pew Research Center, 2017a). Despite 

the prevalence, a limited body of literature has devoted to understanding Asian-White 

interracial heterosexual couples’ well-being, whereas Black-White and Hispanic-White 

couples’ experiences have received considerable attention (Canlas et al., 2015; 

Greenbaum, 2019; Sue et al., 2012). This gap may be associated with the minimization of 

Asian individuals’ experiences with racism and scarce funding on Asian studies (Đoàn et 

al.; Kim, 1999; Ro & Yee, 2010).  

Asian individuals continue to experience discrimination in the form of blatant or 

subtle racism in society (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018; Yoo et al., 2015). Extant 

literature has highlighted the detrimental effects of racism on Asian individuals’ mental 

health and well-being (e.g., Hahm et al., 2010; Ong et al., 2013; Wofford et al., 2017). 

Further, Asian individuals have been found to seek mental health services less frequently 
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than those of other racial background or seek professional help when their mood 

symptoms are more severe (Hwang, 2015; Meyer et al., 2009; Sue et al., 2012). However, 

prior research has predominantly focused on the associations between experiences of 

racism on individual outcomes, such as symptoms of psychological distress; little is 

known about the impact of racism on relationship outcomes, such as relationship 

satisfaction. Appling to a relationship context, existing interracial relationship research 

has predominantly taken a deficit perspective, suggesting that compared to those in 

endogamous relationships, partners in interracial relationships are at an elevated risk for 

poorer physical and mental health (Barr & Simons, 2014; Bratter & Eschbach, 2006; 

Miller & Kail, 2016), lower relationship satisfaction, and higher divorce rates (Bratter & 

King, 2008; Hiew et al., 2015), which hold true for both dating and married couples 

(Bratter & King, 2008; Wang et al., 2006). It is important to recognize that some 

interracial couples do maintain a satisfactory and committed relationship (Lehmiller & 

Agnew, 2006; Lehmiller & Agnew, 2007; Rosenthal & Starks, 2015). Having a better 

understanding of the potential negative influences on Asian-White interracial 

heterosexual couples’ individual and relational well-being is critical. Therefore, this study 

examined both partners’ psychological distress as an index for individual well-being and 

relationship satisfaction as an index for relationship well-being. More importantly, this 

study aimed to revisit and possibly dismantle the deficit perspective by investigating 

potential protective factors for Asian and White partners’ well-being in the face of 

racism, such as how romantic partners negotiate and cope together with racism 

encountered by the Asian partner. 
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To resist discrimination, individuals may develop critical consciousness, an 

ability to critically analyze and reflect upon sociopolitical phenomena that perpetuate 

inequity and to aspire agency and actions to make changes to promote justice (Diemer et 

al., 2006; Freire, 1970; Watts et al., 1999). Having higher critical consciousness, 

including critical reflections, agency, and actions, promotes marginalized adolescents’ 

vocational expectations and psychological adjustment (Buckle, 2018; Diemer & Blustein, 

2006; Diemer & Hsieh, 2008; Diemer et al., 2010). Further, critical reflections and 

actions may serve as adaptive coping strategies to help African American adolescents and 

emerging adults cope with experiences with racism (Hope et al., 2015; Hope & Spencer, 

2017). Similarly, Asian and White partners’ critical consciousness may mitigate the 

negative impact of perceived racism on their individual and relationship well-being.  

Therefore, this study adopted a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design and 

collected quantitative and qualitative data from Asian-White interracial couples to 

address the important gaps in the literature noted above. Specifically, this study 

examined: 1) in what ways would one partner’s perceived racism (blatant and subtle) 

against the Asian partner be associated with their own (actor effects; Cook & Kenny, 

2005) and their partner’s (partner effects) well-being (psychological distress and 

relationship satisfaction)? Would these associations differ by relationship racial 

combination (Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male couples)?; 2) 

would partners’ critical consciousness moderate the actor and partner associations 

between perceived racism and well-being?; and 3) what would individual partners’ 

perspectives be on how critical consciousness might have shaped their relationship in the 

face of racism?  
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Brief History of Asian-White Interracial Couples’ Experiences in the United States 

Asian Americans’ lived experiences in the United States have been characterized 

by a history of civic ostracism. As Filipino and Chinese men first migrated to the United 

States largely as indentured servants in the 1700s and 1800s, Asian individuals were 

viewed as a threat to the workforce and welfare of European Americans residing in the 

United States at the time (Fussell, 2014; Leong & Okazaki, 2009). Anti-immigrant 

policies were established. For example, the Page Law of 1875 limited Chinese women to 

migrate to the United States, which prevented family formation between Chinese women 

and American citizens as well as the birth right of non-White American citizens. The 

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited all Chinese to immigrate to work in the United 

States. And the Japanese internment camps incarcerated people of Japanese descent 

predominantly on the Pacific West during World War II (Lee, 2015; Leong & Okazaki, 

2009). These policies created systemic barriers for Asian men to bring their wives from 

Asia to the United States, which was associated with increasing romantic relationships 

between Asian men and non-Asian women, including Asian male-White female 

relationships (Le, 2020). 

Similar to the developments of individual immigration policies, regulations on 

interracial marriages were first established in the 1600s such that non-White individuals 

were prohibited from marrying White individuals, followed by the Expatriation Act of 

1907 that ruled to deprive American women of their citizenship should they marry 

foreign men. The Cable Act of 1922 reinforced American women’s citizenship after 

marrying a non-Asian foreign man; however, it continued to prevent American women to 

retain their citizenship status if they were to marry foreign Asian men, given Asian men 



 

5 

were ineligible for naturalization at the time. After the World War II, women in China, 

Japan, South Korean, the Philippines, and Vietnam married American servicemen and 

moved to the United States, creating a larger community of Asian female-White male 

couples between 1945 and 1970s, especially with the passing of the 1965 Immigration 

Act, which allowed for reunions between partners between the United States and Asia 

(Le, 2020). It was not until Loving v. Virginia ruled anti-miscegenation laws as 

unconstitutional in 1967 that interracial couples, including Asian male-White female and 

Asian female-White male interracial couples, experienced fewer systemic barriers. 

Recent census data showed that Asian-White interracial couples composed of about 14% 

of newlywed interracial couples (Pew Research Center, 2017a). 

Although Asian-White interracial couples may experience expected and 

unexpected challenges from their differing cultural backgrounds (Iwasaki et al., 2016), 

and as such, face increased risk for relationship dissolution (Bratter & King, 2008), they 

also demonstrate unique strengths. For example, partners’ cultural differences may 

facilitate an in-depth exploration in each other’s cultural heritages, which may enrich 

their relationship experiences (Inman et al., 2011). However, extant studies on Asian-

White interracial heterosexual couples have been largely rare, limited to qualitative 

research (e.g., AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011; Inman et al., 2011), often under-sampled 

(e.g., Bratter & Eschbach, 2006; Bratter & King, 2008), sampled with only married 

couples (Bratter & Eschbach, 2006; Bratter & King, 2008), or sampled with only Asian 

female-White male but not Asian male-White female relationships (e.g., AhnAllen & 

Suyemoto, 2011). It is important to investigate Asian male-White female relationships 

given the unique historical oppressions these couples may have faced, especially due to 
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systemic oppressions brought on by the Cable Act of 1922. Thus, research adopting a 

mixed-methods dyadic design that involve both partners from dating and married Asian 

female-White male and Asian male-White female couples is needed in order to extend 

and enhance our understanding of the heterogeneity in Asian-White interracial couples. 

Perceived Racism in Asian-White Interracial Relationships  

Race, as a social construct, has been historically playing a fundamental role in the 

social and institutional structure in the United States (Delgado, 2001; Harrell, 2000; 

McDowell & Jerris, 2004). Racism is a common phenomenon that not only manifests in 

individual experiences with discriminatory actions based on race, but also is embedded in 

systemic barriers, as associated with the privileges White individuals hold in society 

(Delgado, 2001; Harrell, 2000; McDowell & Jerris, 2004). Ultimately, people of color, 

including Asians and Asian Americans, “have a unique voice in racial matters because of 

their social position and experiences with oppression …to [tell] their stories” (McDowell 

& Jerris, 2004, p. 82) and to strive for social justice (Delgado, 2001; McDowell & Jerris, 

2004).  

 Asian and Asian Americans’ experiences in the U.S have been unique in many 

ways. Whereas the racial rhetoric has frequently been polarized as Black-White such that 

Black Americans are considered as inferior to White Americans, systemic discrimination 

against Asians rests upon a triangulator field – Asians are considered as inferior to White 

Americans yet superior to Black Americans, and meanwhile also frequently considered as 

“foreigners” regardless of their citizenship status (Kim, 1999). These systemic 

perspectives trickle down to everyday experiences of blatant and subtle racism at the 

individual level (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018; Yoo et al., 2015). Moreover, Asian 
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Americans tend to be socialized with “model minority” stereotypes due to their greater 

socioeconomic and educational achievements as a group in comparison to other racial or 

ethnic minority groups (Yoo et al., 2015). These stereotypes have largely masked the 

heterogeneity in the Asian community and their experiences with racism, such as those of 

lower socioeconomic status (Sue et al., 2007). Asian individuals tend to be treated as a 

token for all Asians, be mislabeled, assumed, or mistaken ethnicity, be excluded from 

activities or groups, be stereotyped as being smart, inevitably successful, bad drivers, or 

criminals, be viewed as “invisible,” and experience cultural-based discrimination such as 

pathologizing cultural values or communication styles (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018; 

Sue et al., 2007). As such, Asians’ experiences of perceived racism, especially for those 

who do not meet the “model minority” stereotypes, can easily be diminished and become 

invisible (Kiang et al., 2017; Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). It is apparent that Asians’ 

experiences with racism are nuanced and multifactorial. To assess perceived racism, this 

study adopted Yoo and colleagues’ (2015) Subtle and Blatant Racism Scale for Asian 

American College Students (SBRS-A) with items specifically developed to assess Asian 

adults’ contemporary experiences with racism. The scale differentially assesses 1) blatant 

racism that reflects “instances of discrimination attributable explicitly to racial bias or 

stereotypes” and 2) subtle racism that represents “instances of discrimination attributable 

implicitly to racial bias or stereotype” (Yoo et al., 2015, p. 323).  

Not only are Asian and Asian Americans’ individual experiences of racism still 

common to this day, the impact of different forms of perceived racism on individual well-

being, such as psychological distress, remains under-examined (Greenbaum, 2019; Kiang 

et al., 2017). Much less is known about the effects of perceived racism on relationship 



 

8 

well-being, such as relationship satisfaction, despite the prevalence of Asian-White 

interracial couples (Qian, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2017a). As romantic partners’ 

experiences are often shared according to the interdependence theory (Kelly, 1979), it is 

possible that for White partners who perceive racism against their Asian partner, they 

may experience heighted distress because of their connections with their Asian partner. 

Given the historical and contemporary oppressions Asian individuals face in contrast to 

the privileges their White partners hold (Delgado, 2001; Harrell, 2000; Kim, 1999; 

McDowell & Jerris, 2004), this study focused on examining racism encountered by Asian 

partners, perceived by both Asian and White partners, instead of assessing White 

partners’ experiences with discrimination based on their individual identities. In 

relationship research, the associations between one partner’s perceived racism and his or 

her own well-being have been examined by actor effects whereas the crossover 

associations between one partner’s perceived racism and the other partner’s well-being 

have been examined by partner effects (Cook & Kenny, 2005). 

Actor effects of perceived racism. Perceived racism is considered as a 

psychosocial burden well-documented to be negatively associated with individuals’ 

physical and mental health outcomes (for reviews, see Nadimpalli & Hutchinson, 2012; 

Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). There has been preliminary support that Asian 

Americans’ mental health, in comparison to their physical health, has a stronger negative 

association with their experiences of perceived racism (Hahm et al., 2010; Wofford et al., 

2017), highlighting the importance of examining mental health as an indicator for 

individual well-being. Indeed, Asian individuals who experience more frequent 

experience of blatant or subtle racism report greater psychological distress, reflecting 
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heightened symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress (Kim, 2014; Nadimpalli & 

Hutchinson, 2012; Yoo et al., 2015). Thus, this study focused on psychological distress as 

an indicator of individual well-being. 

When the Asian partner perceives racism, this may negatively affect his or her 

mood, which may alter his or her attitudes or behaviors in the romantic relationship (e.g., 

becoming more irritable), and in turn, impinge on the quality of interactions with his or 

her White partner (Buck & Neff, 2012). This process has been defined as spillover (Neff 

& Karney, 2007) and occurs when one partner’s experiences outside the romantic 

relationship spill over into the relationship and affect the other partner, which can slowly 

wear on one’s relationship satisfaction (Bodenmann, 1995). Indeed, emerging evidence 

points out negative associations between individuals’ perceived discrimination and their 

reported relationship quality among interracial (Irby-Shasanmi, 2014) and same-sex 

couples (Barrantes et al., 2017; Totenhagen et al., 2017). However, extant research on 

interracial couples has predominantly sampled only one partner from the relationship and 

with very few Asian participants in the sample. So little is known about whether the 

negative associations between perceived racism and individual well-being (i.e., 

psychological distress) apply to Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples, and 

whether perceived racism affects their relationship well-being. To assess relationship 

well-being, this study focused on relationship satisfaction, as it has been shown to be a 

significant predictor of relationship stability in the long term (Ruffieux et al., 2014). 

Partner effects of perceived racism. One partner’s perceived discrimination may 

not only be linked to their own outcomes (actor effects), but also can cross over to the 

other partner and influence the other partner’s experiences (partner effects; Kelley, 1979; 
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Bolger et al.,1989; Westman, 2006). Existing findings from couples that may or may not 

identify as interracial have pointed out crossover effects of one partner’s perceived 

discrimination on the other partner’s physical and mental health outcomes (Wofford et 

al., 2017), and on the other partners’ relationship functioning (e.g., interpersonal 

aggression, relationship instability) in African and Latinx American endogamous couples 

(Lavner et al., 2018; Trail et al., 2012). Additionally, daily crossover effects have been 

found for stress on same-sex couples’ relationship quality (Totenhagen et al., 2017) and 

for immigration stress on Latinx couples’ relationship satisfaction (Falconier et al., 2013). 

However, whether one partner’s perceived racism against the Asian partner crosses over 

to the other partners’ psychological distress and relationship satisfaction in an Asian-

White interracial heterosexual relationship has yet been examined. These findings have 

the potential to offer important implications on Asian-White couples’ relationship 

vulnerabilities in the face of persistent, yet frequently under-examined racism 

experiences against Asian individuals.  

Moderating effects of relationship racial combination. The spillover and 

crossover effects of discrimination may be contingent upon partner race and gender in a 

relationship. Individuals’ experiences can be shaped by a multitude of individual 

identities, including race and gender, as well as their relationship racial combination (e.g., 

Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male relationships; Collins, 2015; 

Crenshaw, 1991). Perceived discrimination appears to affect Asian women’s self-

reported physical and mental health more negatively than Asian men (e.g., Hahm et al., 

2010; Irby-Shasanmi, 2014). These gender differences are likely related to the unique 

individual and institutional racism Asian men and women experience (e.g., Espiritu, 
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2000; Liu et al., 2018; Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). For example, Asian American 

women, in comparison to Asian men, may perceive unique discrimination, which 

includes but is not limited to being: exoticized, objectified, or fetishized, invisible, and 

stereotyped as service workers, always submissive and passive, cute and small 

(Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). In addition, Asian women may be perceived as 

followers (and not leaders) and may have unfair expectations regarding how they should 

look or behave due to their identity (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). Asian men, 

compared to Asian women, experience unique discrimination as to being perceived as 

lacking leadership, lacking masculinity, and being an undesirable romantic partner (Liu et 

al., 2018). However, Asian men may also benefit from male privileges similar to White 

men (Espiritu, 2000). Although both White men and women largely benefit from the 

systemic White privileges, White women experience gender-based discrimination similar 

to African American women, including, sexual harassment, concerns for safety, and 

sexism (Settles et al., 2008). In fact, White women have been found to report especially 

high psychological distress compared to others in an interracial relationship (not 

necessarily with an Asian male partner; Bratter & Eschbach, 2006). The complex power 

and oppressions faced by Asian and White partners in an interracial heterosexual 

relationship suggests that the associations between perceived racism and well-being may 

differ and be moderated by relationship racial combination – specifically being in an 

Asian female-White male or Asian male-White female relationship; however, there has 

been insufficient evidence in existing relationship research to hypothesize the specific 

differences.  
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Critical Consciousness as a Moderator between Perceived Racism and Well-being 

Extant literature on Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples in the fields of 

psychology, sociology, and relationship research has predominantly focused on the 

demographic factors that affect relationship outcomes, such as race, ethnicity, and 

gender. Investigations into strengths for partners as individuals and as a couple from a 

sociopolitical standpoint, such as their critical consciousness, remains limited (for an 

exception, see AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011). The concept of critical consciousness was 

used to describe adolescents of color’s “learning to perceive social, political, and 

economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” 

(Freire, 1970, p. 19). The sociopolitical development theory (Watts et al., 1999) draws 

upon this concept and posits that in the face of oppression, individuals go through 

transitions from being ignorant of the systematic inequity and oppressions to 

acknowledging, critically analyzing, and acting toward changes to the unfair treatment 

within the social system. Specifically, Watts and colleagues (1999) proposed five 

developmental stages that described individuals’ transformations in viewpoints and 

actions: 1) a critical stage, 2) adaptive stage, 3) precritical stage, 4) critical stage, and 5) 

liberation stage. Through this process, critical consciousness emerges as an “antidote” 

that can equip individuals with increased awareness, political agency, and individual and 

collective actions to cope with the deleterious effects of oppressions from a sociopolitical 

standpoint beyond the effects of general individual coping strategies (Watts et al., 1999). 

Empirical research on critical consciousness has been largely grounded in the 

experiences of Latinx and Black/African American adolescents (e.g., Diemer et al., 2006; 

McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016), so less is known about how it may apply to Asian and 
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White adults. Notably, researchers have been inconsistent in their operational definitions 

and assessments of critical consciousness (e.g., Diemer et al., 2006; Diemer et al., 2015; 

Diemer et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2016). Some have conceptualized critical consciousness 

with two components: (1) a capacity for critical reflections and (2) a capacity for critical 

actions (e.g., Diemer et al., 2006), whereas some have focused on a single component of 

critical reflections as the prerequisite for critical actions (e.g., Shin et al., 2016), while 

others have conceptualized three components but only found empirical support for two 

factors: (1) critical agency and (2) critical actions (e.g., McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016). 

Similarly, the psychometric structure of critical consciousness has been rather unclear. 

Emerging evidence supports the moderate associations between the components of 

critical reflections and actions (e.g., Diemer & Hsieh, 2008), yet others have found more 

mixed findings using different measures (e.g., Diemer et al., 2008). Moreover, Diemer 

and Rapa (2016) painted a complex picture of the associations between indicators of 

critical reflections, political efficacy, and political actions among African American and 

Latinx adolescents of low socioeconomic status. In this study, critical consciousness was 

defined as individuals’ critical reflections, a critical ability of analyzing and reflecting 

upon sociopolitical injustice that may aspire individuals to engage in individual or 

collective actions to make social changes (Diemer et al., 2006; Freire, 1970; McWhirter 

& McWhirter, 2016). The focus on critical reflections is determined based on the 

conceptualization that critical reflections preceded critical agency and actions and is one 

of the most widely researched components of critical consciousness (e.g., Diemer et al., 

2006; Shin et al., 2016). Therefore, findings from this study are grounded in critical 

reflections, but do not imply critical agency or critical actions. 
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Researchers have posited that critical consciousness, as both in critical reflections 

and critical actions, may serve as adaptive coping strategies for emerging adults of color 

(Hope et al., 2015). Specifically, emerging adults may develop a sense of agency to 

change the discrimination they experience in society (Hope et al., 2015; Hope & Spencer, 

2017). Based on their work with African American adolescents and emerging adults, 

Hope and colleagues (2015, 2017) conceptualized that they gain a deeper awareness of 

the power, systemic inequity, and oppression, they may engage in more frequent 

prosocial behaviors, advocacy, and activism efforts in society, such as volunteer 

community work, campaigning, boycotting, protesting, participating in a political group, 

and participating in a political discussion (Hope & Jagers, 2014; Hope & Spencer, 2017). 

Individuals’ engagement in critical actions can then “disrupt a system of discrimination 

and work to reduce the stress and vulnerability of the broader African American 

community” (Hope et al., 2015, p. 346). As such, individuals may experience less 

emotional impact of perceived racial discrimination as their critical actions help promote 

greater strengths within their community. In other words, critical actions may moderate 

the associations between perceived racism and individual well-being.  

Despite the conceptual advances on the positive implications of critical actions as 

adaptive coping strategies, little is known about whether critical reflections have a similar 

moderating effect, given that critical reflections have been considered as the prerequisite 

for critical actions (e.g., Shin et al., 2016). Further, there is limited empirical support for 

either critical reflections or actions as moderators that mitigate the impact of perceived 

racism. Limited empirical findings highlight that critical consciousness may be positively 

associated with race- or gender-based individual discrimination and marginalized 
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individuals’ vocational and mental health outcomes. For example, self-reported critical 

consciousness, specifically critical reflections, but not critical actions, has been found to 

be positively associated with the experiences of racism, sexism, or social injustice for 

urban adolescents of color (Diemer et al., 2006). Critical consciousness, as a latent 

concept with components of critical reflections, agency, and actions, has also shown 

positive implications on vocational expectations and psychological adjustment among 

marginalized adolescents of color (e.g., Buckle, 2018; Diemer & Blustein, 2006; Diemer 

& Hsieh, 2008; Diemer et al., 2010) and female domestic violence survivors (Chronister 

& McWhirter, 2006), the effects of which have been found to persist from adolescence 

into young adulthood (Diemer, 2009). Drawing from the conceptualization of critical 

consciousness as an adaptive coping strategy, this study examined whether critical 

consciousness (i.e., critical reflections) would moderate the associations between 

perceived racism and individual and relationship well-being indices in Asian-White 

interracial couples.  

There remains a limited understanding of how Asian or White adults’ critical 

consciousness may shape their experiences within a romantic relationship context. It is 

possible that being in an interracial relationship provides exposure and opportunity for 

both partners to get in contact with diverse cultural and familial values and practices to 

develop critical consciousness, and a greater sense of critical consciousness may serve as 

an adaptive coping strategy for Asian and White partners for their individual and 

relationship well-being. Indeed, burgeoning findings have pointed to the unique benefits 

of interracial encounters, especially those that involve empathetic understanding, to 

motivate individuals with more privileged status in society (e.g., White men) to 
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acknowledge inequality (Tropp & Barlow, 2018), which aligns with critical reflections. 

Similarly, interracial relationships may be a context that promotes frequent and intimate 

interactions between partners to further enhance critical consciousness. White partners 

who espouse higher critical consciousness may initiate more frequent communication and 

provide more empathy for their Asian partner as they perceive racism, and therefore 

prevent the Asian partners from being negatively influenced by racism. In fact, a 

qualitative study on Asian women-White men dating couples in their late 20s and early 

30s revealed partner influences on one another’s ways of viewing self, the other partner, 

racial/ethnic identity, and associated social actions (AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011). 

Specifically, White male partners shared narratives on increased awareness of their White 

privileges, presence of racism and its effects on interpersonal relationships, and 

engagement in White ally-ship (e.g., educating others) from their dating experiences, 

which reflected enhanced critical reflections and actions; on the other hand, Asian female 

partners disclosed a stronger sense of ethnic identity and openness to speak about social 

activism, reflecting enhanced critical reflections and agency. These findings provided 

preliminary support for critical consciousness as an adaptive coping strategy for partners 

in an Asian-White interracial heterosexual relationship. 

Still, whether the associations between partners’ perceived racism, critical 

consciousness, and individual and relationship well-being may differ between Asian 

female-White male and Asian male-White female couples is unclear. Given the elevated 

risk for relationship instability for interracial relationships between Asian men and White 

women (Bratter & King, 2008), one of this study’s aims was to explore the moderating 

effects of critical consciousness and whether it may vary by relationship racial 



 

17 

combination. Therefore, adopting a cross-sectional design, this study aimed to apply 

theories of critical consciousness to Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples by 

examining the conceptual role of critical consciousness as a moderator on the 

associations between perceived racism and well-being for both Asian and White partners. 

Understanding these associations may provide important implications for prospective 

longitudinal studies on causal associations between perceived racism, critical 

consciousness, and partners’ psychological distress and relationship satisfaction. 

Value of a Mixed-Methods Design 

A cross-sectional quantitative investigation can offer inferential findings on how 

one partner may be affected by perceived racism similarly or differently from the other 

partner in a romantic relationship (within-dyad results) and how one couple may respond 

to perceived racism similarly or differently from another couple (between-dyad results; 

Creswell, 2003, 2014). However, collecting quantitative data alone can only capture a 

general snapshot of the couples’ experiences as defined by the research questions and 

may not fully capture the multifactorial influences on how partners’ perceived racism and 

critical consciousness may evolve and play nuanced roles on their well-being as the 

relationship progresses over time. Adopting a quantitative design alone also poses 

challenges in exploring the unique influences of individual partners’ identities on their 

relationships. For example, individuals from different countries in Asia or of different 

Asian ethnicities may hold diverse values regarding their romantic relationship. In fact, 

Chinese, Japanese, and Korean married couples have been found to view household labor 

divisions at various egalitarian levels, which differentially impacted their relationship 

satisfaction (Oshio et al., 2013). As such, a qualitative inquiry may afford couples with 
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the opportunity to share narratives from their unique standpoints, incorporating their 

individual identities at the micro level (e.g., individual-to-individual experiences) and 

their experiences with privileges and oppressions at the macro level (e.g., systemic 

treatment at the societal and institutional level; Bowleg, 2012). Further, Asian and White 

partners may be empowered to co-construct and co-interpret findings through individual 

interviews with the researcher, which by the process serves a social justice purpose 

(Creswell, 2014; Grzanka et al., 2017). 

Adopting a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design could allow an 

expansion using qualitative data collected based upon the quantitative findings to explore 

the application of theories of interdependence (Kelly, 1979), critical consciousness 

(Freire, 1970; Watts et al., 1999), and concepts of spillover (Neff & Karney, 2007) and 

crossover (Bolger et al., 1989; Buck & Neff, 2012; Westman, 2006) to Asian-White 

interracial heterosexual couples. The qualitative findings can add to the interpretations 

and explanations of the quantitative findings with greater sensitivity to partners’ 

intersecting standpoints within their relationship and the social systems. Together, the 

quantitative and qualitative findings can supplement the methodological limitations of 

each design (Creswell, 2014).  

The Present Study 

The present study adopted a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design 

(Creswell, 2003, 2014) to collect quantitative and qualitative data from both partners in 

an Asian-White interracial heterosexual relationship to answer three overarching research 

questions. See the conceptual model in Figure 1. First, this study examined whether one 

partner’s perceived racism was associated with their own (actor effects) and their 
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Figure 1 

Full Conceptual Model 

Note. Racism was assessed by 1) blatant racism and 2) subtle racism in separate models. Well-being was measured by 1) 

psychological distress and 2) relationship satisfaction in separate models. H1a – H1d delineate associations tested in Hypotheses 

1a – 1d, respectively; H2a highlights associations tested in Hypothesis 2a; RQ2b reflects associations explored in Research 

Question 2b. The conceptual associations as depicted in this model were also examined whether they differ across the relationship 

racial combinations (Research Question 1e / 2c). All actor paths are in solid lines and all partner paths are highlighted in dashed 

lines. 
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partner’s (partner effects) psychological distress and relationship satisfaction. Self-

reported dyadic data from both partners were used to investigate whether the associations 

between perceived racism and well-being in Asian-White interracial couples differ by the 

form of racism (blatant and subtle racism) or by relationship racial combination (Asian 

male-White female and Asian female-White male relationships). Main and moderating 

effects of both actor and partner associations were examined. 

Hypothesis 1a: It was hypothesized that there would be positive actor associations 

between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and psychological distress for both 

Asian and White partners. In other words, Asian partners who perceived more 

frequent racism would report greater psychological distress, and White partners 

who perceived more frequent racism against their Asian partner would also report 

greater psychological distress. 

Hypothesis 1b: It was hypothesized that there would be positive partner 

associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and psychological 

distress for both Asian and White partners such that one partner’s perceived 

racism against the Asian partner would be positively associated with the other 

partner’s psychological distress. 

Hypothesis 1c: It was hypothesized that there would be negative actor 

associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and relationship 

satisfaction for both Asian and White partners. 

Hypothesis 1d: It was hypothesized that there would be negative partner 

associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and relationship 

satisfaction for both Asian and White partners. 
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Research Question 1e: Would the associations between perceived racism and 

psychological distress and relationship satisfaction differ by relationship racial 

combination, specifically between Asian male-White female and Asian female-

White male interracial heterosexual couples? No a priori hypothesis was made 

given the limited research attention in this area. 

Second, this study examined whether critical consciousness served as a potential 

moderator on the actor and partner associations between perceived racism and individual 

and relationship well-being. Additionally, relationship racial combination was explored 

as a possible moderator, building upon findings from Research Question 1e. 

Hypothesis 2a: It was hypothesized that Asian partners’ critical consciousness 

would moderate, and specifically mitigate both the actor and partner associations 

between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and their own and their White 

partner’ well-being (psychological distress and relationship satisfaction). 

Research Question 2b: Would White partners’ critical consciousness moderate the 

actor and partner associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and 

their own and their Asian partner’ well-being? This was kept as a research 

question due to a lack of strong evidence from previous studies. 

Research Question 2c: Would the moderating effects of critical consciousness on 

the actor and partner associations between perceived racism and well-being differ 

depending on relationship racial combination, specifically between Asian male-

White female and Asian female-White male interracial heterosexual couples? 

Third, using qualitative interviews, this study explored Asian and White partners’ 

individual perspectives on how critical consciousness may shape their relationships in the 
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face of racism. Individual interviews afforded the exploration of how partners’ race, 

gender, and relationship dynamics may affect their personal lens within the sociopolitical 

system on perceived racism and critical consciousness, in relation to individual and 

relationship well-being and the interpretation of quantitative findings on the first two 

overarching research questions in this study. 

METHOD 

Procedure 

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at Arizona State 

University (see Appendix A). A two-phase sequential explanatory mixed-methods design 

was adopted and included two phases. The first phase (Phase 1) was a quantitative 

inquiry, followed by the second phase (Phase 2), which was a qualitative inquiry that 

supplemented and facilitated the interpretations of findings from Phase 1. A visual model 

of the study design can be found in Figure 2.   

Phase 1. Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples were recruited from 1) an 

existing subject pool of Asian-White interracial couples previously recruited in the 

Phoenix metropolitan area, 2) university (e.g., Arizona State University MyASU website, 

directors of centers for Asian research at major universities in the United States) and 

professional organization listservs (e.g., Asian American Psychological Association, 

Division 45 of American Psychological Association), 3) social media posts (e.g., 

Facebook, Reddit, WeChat), and 4) at local Asian or other cultural festivals and 

restaurants in the Phoenix metropolitan area (e.g., Arizona Aloha Festival in Tempe, 

Chandler Jazz Festival, and Rapha Tea in Chandler). Targeted recruitment efforts were 

implemented to oversample couples that involved a partner or partners of   
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Figure 2 

Visual Model for the Sequential Explanatory Mixed-Methods Design Adapted from 

Ivankova and Colleagues (2006) 
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underrepresented identities (e.g., ethnicity, socioeconomic status) and those that are of an 

underrepresented relationship racial combination (e.g., Asian male-White female couples; 

Pew Research Center, 2017a). Interested couples first completed a short screening survey 

(see Appendix B) to ensure that they met the eligibility criteria, which included: 1) both 

partners were 18 years old or older; 2) one of the partners self-identified as Asian, Asian 

American, or Pacific Islander, whereas the other partner identified as White/Caucasian; 

3) both partners were willing to participate; 4) both partners were proficient in English to 

complete questionnaires in English; and 5) both partners had been in a committed 

relationship for at least six weeks, which allowed them to develop shared 

interdependence in the relationship (Totenhagen et al., 2013). 

For eligible couples, the Asian partner (e.g., 001, 002) and the White partner (e.g., 

1001, 1002) were each assigned a unique couple ID that tied to their relationship (e.g., 

Couple 001 = 001/1001, Couple 002 = 002/1002). Eligible participants were then 

directed to complete the main research survey via email messages from a study-specific 

account and instructed to complete the survey independently from their partner. Three 

validity questions were embedded in the research survey (e.g., “please select "A few 

times a year”.”). At the end of the survey, couples were asked whether they were 

interested in being contacted for future interviews on their experiences related to this 

study’s research questions. Upon completion of Phase 1 of this study, each partner was 

compensated by entering for a drawing of seventy-eight $20 gift cards with an 

approximate 5% winning chance. 

Phase 2. Between Phase 1 and Phase 2, data from Phase 1 were analyzed to 

examine the first two overarching research questions in the study. Semi-structured 
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interview questions were developed based on research questions in this study as well as 

quantitative findings from Phase 1, such that participants were invited to co-interpret the 

findings from Phase 1. The semi-structured interview questions were developed to 

prompt participants to discuss their experiences related to perceived racism, their critical 

consciousness, individual and relationship well-being, and the associations among these 

factors for themselves and their partner. Further, participants were shared a summary of 

the quantitative findings from Phase 1 and were asked to disclose and clarify their 

interpretations of the findings. In brief, the interview questions aimed to allow partners to 

clarify what each of these factors meant to them and how these factors were manifested 

across the course of their relationship. The semi-structured interview protocol was 

reviewed and approved by the Graduate Supervisory Committee. 

A subsample of eight couples from Phase 1 were purposefully selected from the 

pool of couples that agreed to be contacted for interviews, following the maximal 

variation principal (Ivankova et al., 2006). Specifically, the author reviewed participants’ 

survey responses on their individual demographic information (e.g., ethnicity, 

generational status, nationality, geographical location), relationship information (e.g., 

relationship status, relationship length), and variables of interest (i.e., perceived racism, 

reported critical consciousness between romantic partners, psychological distress, and 

relationship satisfaction) to maximize variability across the subsample of eight couples. 

Couples were then invited via emails for an approximately 45- to 90-minute virtual 

individual interview using secured Zoom conference services. Email invitations were 

extended in phases to allow recruitment of eight couples. When neither partner of one 

couple responded within one week, an email reminder was sent, and when neither partner 
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responded within another week to the email reminder, another couple was selected and 

extended an invitation to participate in the interview. Individual interviews were 

scheduled if both partners responded to the invitation and agreed to participate. 

Romantic partners were interviewed individually to minimize potential tensions 

between partners that may silent one partner or the other or negatively affect their 

relationship during the interview. The use of individual interviews has been found to 

empower individual partners to share their voices from an equal stance with the 

researcher in comparison to joint interviews (Zarhin, 2018). All interviews were 

conducted by the author and most interviews were completed in one session except for 

one participant who completed Phase 2 in two sessions due to a scheduling change for the 

first session. The average length of interviews was 79 minutes (ranging from 48 to 97 

minutes). All individual interviews were video recorded; of note, three individual 

partners consented to audio recordings and opted to not use the video functions during the 

interview; thus, only audio recordings for these interviews were used in subsequent 

transcriptions and analysis. Recordings were used to transcribe the conversations 

verbatim by the author, two graduate research assistants, and an online transcription 

service. The author reviewed all the transcripts in reference to the recordings after initial 

transcriptions to ensure accuracy prior to further analyses. Upon completion of Phase 2, 

each partner was compensated in the form of a $20 gift card for their participation (16 

gift cards in total). 

Participants 

Phase 1. At least one partner from 243 couples expressed interest and completed 

the screening survey. Of these couples, both partners of 203 couples completed the 
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screening survey, met eligibility criteria, and were invited to complete the main research 

survey. Initial record included 413 survey responses collected between March 2019 and 

early May 2019. Six duplicate entries with the same IP address and ID information were 

removed, and 17 entries from different relationships wherein one partner completed the 

survey and the other partner did not attempt to complete the survey were removed given 

the dyadic focus in this study. Further, eight responses from four couples were removed 

because one partner responded to at least two of the three validity questions incorrectly.  

The final sample for Phase 1 included 191 couples (N = 382 individuals) who 

self-identified as being in an Asian-White interracial heterosexual relationship, including 

121 Asian female-White male and 70 Asian male-White female couples.  

Participants’ average age was 29.04 years (SD = 8.38, ranging from 18.17 to 

76.50). Most Asian partners identified as Chinese (n = 96), followed by Filipino (n = 26), 

Vietnamese (n = 24), Korean (n = 23), Japanese (n = 13), Asian Indian (n = 9), and other 

Asian identities (n = 24). Of note, there were a proportion of mixed racial partners who 

self-identified as Asian and White partners in the relationship. More White partners 

appeared to identify as a United States citizen (n = 158, 83%) than Asian partners (n 

=112, 59%). Most Asian partners identified as 2nd generation (n = 84, 44%), 1.5 

generation (n = 49, 26%), and 1st generation immigrants (n = 39, 20%) where either they 

themselves or at least one of their parents were born in Asia or a country other than 

where they currently reside. Almost half of the White partners identified as 5th 

generation immigrants (n = 90, 47%) such that they, their parents, and all their 

grandparents were born in the country of their current residence. 
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Average relationship length across all couples was 4.66 years (SD =5.06), ranging 

from 6 weeks to 28.75 years. Most participants reported either being married (n = 150, 

39%) or are in a committed relationship and not cohabiting (n = 142, 37%). Most partners 

did not report having any child (n = 299, 78%), with 40 partners (10%) having one child, 

followed by 29 partners (8%) with two children, 11 partners with three children (3%), 

and three partners (1%) with four children. Detailed demographic information can be 

found in Table 1. 

Phase 2. A total of 13 couples (n = 26 individuals) were extended an invitation to 

participate in individual interviews for Phase 2. One couple was excluded from this phase 

because one partner in the relationship no showed to the scheduled interview and did not 

respond to a follow up email within two weeks after the originally scheduled interview. 

Two couples were excluded because neither partner responded to the email invitation 

within two weeks, and an additional two couples responded to the email invitation after 

all 16 individual interviews had been completed or scheduled. A final subsample of eight 

couples (n = 16 individuals) participated in individual interviews with the author during 

late May 2019 and June 2019. The subsample represented four couples from each 

relationship racial combination (i.e., Asian male-White female and Asian female-White 

male couples). Demographic information of all partners who participated in this phase 

can be found in Table 2. All participants selected a pseudo name to protect their 

identities. All participants in Phase 2 resided in the United States at the time of the 

interview, and two couples reported having one young child (six months and four years 

old, respectively). 
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Table 1 

Demographic Distributions of Asian and White Partners in Phase 1 across Different Relationship Racial combinations 

 Asian Partners White Partners  

 AMWF AFWM Subtotal AFWM AMWF Subtotal Total 

 M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

n(%) 

M(SD) or 

N(%) 

n/N 70 121 191 121 70 191 382 

 

Age 
29.76(9.84) 28.50(7.63) 28.96(8.50) 30.09(8.65) 27.44(7.35) 29.12(8.28) 29.04(8.38) 

 

Racial Categoriesa 
       

Chinese 34(39) 62(40) 96(40) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 96(22) 

Filipino 8(9) 18(12) 26(11) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 26(6) 

Vietnamese 12(14) 12(8) 24(10) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 24(5) 

Other Asian 8(9) 16(10) 24(10) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 24(5) 

Korean 8(9) 14(9) 23(10) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 23(5) 

White/Middle 

East/North Africa 
4(4) 16(10) 20(8) 121(97) 70(95) 191(96) 211(48) 

Japanese 5(6) 8(5) 13(5) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 13(3) 

Asian Indian 5(6) 4(3) 9(4) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 9(2) 

Native 

Hawaiian/Other 

Pacific Islander 

2(2) 1(1) 3(1) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 3(1) 

Native 

American/American 

Indian 

0(0) 2(1) 2(1) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 3(1) 

Other racial 

background 
2(2) 0(0) 2(1) 4(3) 4(5) 8(4) 10(2) 

African 

American/Black 
0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 
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Nationality        

United States 39(56) 73(60) 112(59) 106(88) 52(74) 158(83) 270(71) 

Non-United States 31(44) 48(40) 49(35) 15(12) 18(26) 33(17) 112(29) 

 

Generational Status 
       

1st generation 11(16) 28(23) 39(20) 2(2) 4(6) 6(3) 45(12) 

1.5 generation 22(31) 27(22) 49(26) 3(2) 1(1) 4(2) 53(14) 

2nd generation 32(46) 52(43) 84(44) 14(12) 6(9) 20(10) 104(27) 

3rd generation 0(0) 3(2) 3(2) 5(4) 3(4) 8(4) 11(3) 

4th generation 4(6) 7(6) 11(6) 16(13) 11(16) 27(14) 38(10) 

5th generation 0(0) 2(2) 2(1) 61(50) 29(41) 90(47) 92(24) 

Don’t know 1(1) 0(0) 1(1) 6(5) 7(10) 13(7) 14(4) 

Not applicable 0(0) 1(1) 1(1) 14(12) 9(13) 23(12) 24(6) 

 

Educational Background 
      

Less than high 

school diploma 
1(1) 1(1) 2(1) 2(2) 0(0) 2(1) 4(1) 

High school 

diploma 
15(21) 32(26) 47(25) 30(25) 21(30) 51(27) 98(26) 

Junior college 

degree (associate 

degree) 

8(11) 8(7) 16(8) 12(10) 5(7) 17(9) 33(9) 

College degree  25(36) 28(23) 53(28) 33(27) 23(33) 56(29) 109(28) 

Some graduate 

school 
3(4) 8(7) 11(6) 8(7) 7(10) 15(8) 26(7) 

Graduate or 

professional degree 
18(26) 44(36) 62(32) 36(30) 14(20) 50(26) 112(29) 
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Relationship 

Lengthb  
4.17(5.17) 4.95(4.99) 4.66(5.06) 4.95(4.99) 4.17(5.17) 4.66(5.06) 4.66(5.06) 

        

Relationship Status        

Married 25(36) 50(41) 75(39) 50(41) 25(36) 75(39) 150(39) 

Engaged 7(10) 6(5) 13(7) 6(5) 7(10) 13(7) 26(16) 

Cohabiting 10(14) 20(16) 30(16) 20(16) 10(14) 30(16) 60(16) 

In a committed 

relationship and not 

cohabiting 

26(37) 44(36) 71(37) 44(36) 27(39) 71(4) 142(37) 

Other 2(3) 1(1) 2(1) 1(1) 1(1) 2(1) 4(1) 

 

Number of Children  

0 52(74) 98(81) 160(68) 97(80) 52(74) 149(78) 299(78) 

1 8(11) 13(11) 21(11) 11(9) 8(11) 19(10) 40(10) 

2 6(3) 7(6) 13(7) 9(7) 7(10) 16(8) 29(8) 

3 2(3) 3(2) 5(3) 4(3) 2(3) 6(3) 11(3) 

4 2(3) 0(0) 2(1) 0(0) 1(1) 1(1) 3(1) 

Note. aRacial categories were listed in the descending order of the sample size of Asian partners’ racial background; bin years; 

AMWF = Asian male-White female couples; AFWM = Asian female-White male couples. Partners self-identified as either Asian 

or White partners in their relationship. Discrepancies between romantic partners’ report on relationship status and number of 

children could be due to partners’ different categorization of relationship status and consideration of a child during pregnancy.   
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Table 2 

Demographics of Participants in Phase 2 
Pseudo 
Name 

Age Gender Ethnicity Relationship 
Length 

Region in the 
United States 

Profession 

Charlie Mid-30s Female Filipino/Chinese 1 year Midwest Medical resident 

Tyler Early 30s Male White, Jewish 1 year Midwest Psychologist 

       

Marie Mid-30s Female Japanese 6 years Northwest Freelance 

Aaron Mid-30s Male English, Irish, Ukrainian, Jewish 6 years Northwest Student 

       

Thanh Early 30s Female Vietnamese 6 years West Coast Therapist 

Addison Early 30s Male White, English, German 6 years West Coast Engineer 

       

Penny Mid-30s Female Chinese 7-8 years West Coast Office coordinator 

Leonard Mid-30s Male White, American, Jewish 7-8 years West Coast Professor 

       

Audrey Mid-20s Female White 6 months East Coast Education 

Justin Late 20s Male Taiwanese 6 months Midwest Graduate student 

       

Lizzy Early 20s Female White, German, Irish 2 years  South Military 

S.C.H. Mid-20s Male Burmese/Thai/White 2 years South Military 

       

River Mid-20s Female White 11-12 years Southwest Medical assistant 

Malcolm Late 20s Male Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese 11-12 years Southwest Insurance agent 

       

Suzy Early 30s Female Polish/French 
Canadian/English/Irish 

3-4 years East Coast Management 

Sam Early 30s Male Korean 3-4 years East Coast Marketing 
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Measures 

Demographics. In Phase 1, participants were asked to report demographic 

information including their gender, age, race, ethnicity, nationality, generational status, 

educational level, country of origin, country of residence, sexual orientation, and 

individual annual income. They also reported relationship information, including current 

relationship status, relationship length, whether they had any children and if so, how 

many and what their ages were, and their prior experiences with interracial relationships. 

Items on the demographic survey can be found in Appendix C. In addition to the 

demographic variables, the following questionnaires were administered. 

Perceived racism. Perceived racism was assessed by the eight-item adapted 

Subtle and Blatant Racism Scale (SBRS-A; Yoo et al., 2010; see Appendix D). Asian 

partners reported the frequency of blatant and subtle racism they perceived against 

themselves, whereas White partners were prompted to report the frequency of blatant and 

subtle racism they perceived their Asian partner encountered. Participants responded to 

the eight items using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Almost Never and 5 = Almost always). A 

mean score was calculated on each subscale with a higher score reflecting more frequent 

perceptions of the respective form of racism. An example item for the four-item blatant 

racism subscale for Asian partners was “In the society, I am made fun of because I am 

Asian” and the corresponding item for White partners was “In the society, my partner is 

made fun of because he/she is Asian.” An example item for the four-item subtle racism 

subscale for Asian partners was “In the society, I am viewed with suspicion because I’m 

Asian” and the corresponding item for White partner was “In the society, my partner is 

viewed with suspicion because he/she is Asian.” In this study, the SBRS-A showed 
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acceptable internal reliability for both Asian partners’ report of their own perceptions of 

racism (α = .62 for blatant racism and α = .84 for subtle racism), and for White partners’ 

report of perceptions of racism against their Asian partner (α = .65 for blatant racism and 

α = .87 for subtle racism). 

Psychological distress. Participants reported experiences of psychological 

distress (i.e., depression, anxiety, and stress) over the past week using the 21-item 

Depression, Anxiety, and Stress–Short Form (DASS-21; Henry & Crawford, 2005; 

Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; see Appendix E). Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert 

scale (0 = Did not apply to me at all, 1 = Applied to me to some degree, or some of the 

time, 2 = Applied to me to a considerable degree, or a good part of time, and 3 = Applied 

to me very much, or most of the time). A total score was computed with a higher score 

representing greater common psychological distress (Henry & Crawford, 2005). Example 

items included “I felt down-hearted and blue” (depression), “I was worried about 

situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself” (anxiety), and “I found it 

hard to wind down” (stress). DASS-21 showed satisfactory internal reliability in this 

study, α = .91 for Asian partners and α = .90 for White partners, respectively. 

Relationship satisfaction. Participants responded to the four-item dyadic 

satisfaction subscale of the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS; Busby et al., 1995; 

see Appendix F), shortened from the original Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS; Spanier, 

1976). Partners respond to a 6-point Likert scale with their perceived frequency of each 

description (0 = all the time, 1 = most of the time, 2 = more often than not, 3 = 

occasionally, 4 = rarely, 5 = never). A sum score was computed, with a higher score 

indicating greater relationship satisfaction. Example items included “How often do you 
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and your partner “get on each other’s nerves”?” and “How often do you discuss or have 

you considered divorce, separation, or terminating your relationship?” The dyadic 

satisfaction subscale demonstrated acceptable reliability in this study, α = .76 for Asian 

partners and α = .74 for White partners, respectively. 

Critical consciousness. Critical consciousness was measured on the five-item 

racism subscale of the Contemporary Critical Conscious Scale (CCCS; Shin et al., 2016; 

see Appendix G). The rating scale was a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The racism subscale was developed to assess critical 

awareness and reflections of discrimination based on race in the United States. Example 

items included “All Whites receive unearned privileges in society” and “Reverse racism 

against Whites is just as harmful as traditional racism” (reversed item). The racism 

subscale of the CCCS showed satisfactory internal reliability with this sample, α = .81 for 

Asian partners and α = .82 for White partners, respectively. 

Semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix 

H) were developed based on research questions and the quantitative findings from Phase 

1. Questions prompted individual partner to discuss their knowledge of their own and 

partner’s cultural identity, relationship history and dynamics, physical and mental health, 

experiences with discrimination themselves and for their partner, reflections upon the 

fairness on the society, and actions taken to address social justice. Further, the author 

summarized and shared findings from Phase 1 with the participants and engaged them to 

interpret findings from their knowledge and personal experiences.  
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Data Analytic Strategy 

Phase 1.  Experiences of romantic partners are interdependent (Kelly, 1979). To 

account for such interdependence, Actor-Partner Interdependence Models (APIM; Kenny 

et al., 2005) using a two-intercept approach were performed in SAS 9.4 (SAS Institute, 

2019) to test Hypothesis 1a – Hypothesis 1d. Four separate baseline models were run 

with blatant and subtle racism (grand mean-centered) each as the independent variable 

and with psychological distress and relationship satisfaction each as the criterion variable. 

Partner race was considered as a distinguishable variable given perceived racism was 

assessed differently between Asian and White partners; specifically, Asian partners 

reported perceived personal experiences of racism where White partners reported their 

perceptions of their Asian partner’s experiences of racism. In each baseline model, four 

terms, specifically the actor and partner terms of perceived racism for the Asian and 

White partner were entered to predict the respective criterion variable (i.e., psychological 

distress or relationship satisfaction). Effect sizes were estimated by standardized beta’s 

(B) and partial correlations (r) using a website-based interactive program developed by 

Kenny (2015). To explore Research Question 1e (i.e., whether associations between 

perceived racism and well-being may differ by relationship racial combination), 

relationship racial combination was added to the model as a potential moderator using a 

dichotomous term (-1 = Asian male-White female, 1= Asian female-White male couples). 

In each moderation model, relationship racial combination and its interaction terms with 

all four independent variables were entered. A 2-log likelihood goodness of fit indices 

comparison was performed between each of the APIMs without and with relationship 

racial combination entered as the moderator (Kenny et al., 2005). 
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To examine Hypothesis 2a and Research Question 2b, grand mean-centered actor 

and partner critical consciousness were added as moderators to generate four APIM 

moderation analyses. The moderating effects of critical consciousness for blatant and 

subtle racism were examined separately to allow for sufficient power on each criterion. In 

each of these moderation models, actor and partner critical consciousness as well as their 

interaction terms with perceived racism were added to examine the associations between 

perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and well-being (psychological distress and 

relationship satisfaction). Research Question 2c was tested with relationship racial 

combination entered as an additional moderator in each of the four models. Relationship 

racial combination, its interaction terms with all four independent variables, and its 

interactional term with the four independent variables and critical consciousness were 

added to the moderation model wherein actor and partner critical consciousness were the 

only moderators. All significant interactions were probed using simple slope analyses 

appropriate for multilevel models (Preacher et al., 2006) at one standard deviation above 

and below the mean (Aiken & West, 1991). Effect seizes were estimated by standardized 

beta’s (B) computed by b * [SD-X / SD-Y] wherein SD-X / SD-Y were based on standard 

deviations for all data (Snijders, & Bosker, 2012). 

Phase 2. To analyze qualitative data from Phase 2, a coding team was formed. 

The coding team comprised of the author and two graduate research assistants in their 

second year of the Master of Counseling program at Arizona State University. The 

coding team performed thematic analyses with adaptations for multiple perspective 

interview data from an empirical phenomenological framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
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Creswell et al., 2007; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Hein & Austin, 2001; Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003; van Manen, 1990; Vogl, Schmidt, & Zartler, 2019).  

An empirical phenomenological framework was adopted to explore “the  

commonality that is present in the many diverse appearances of a phenomenon” (Hein & 

Austin, 2001, p. 8). The phenomena of interest were on Asian and White partners’ 

experiences with perceived racism, self-identified critical consciousness, and well-being 

for both themselves and their partner. A hybrid approach of  “inductive and deductive 

coding and theme development” (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 80) was applied 

such that the development of the codebook was guided by a combination of participants’ 

narratives as well as existing research frameworks this study draws upon (i.e., 

interdependence and critical consciousness theories). 

The author independently coded all 16 individual interviews involving eight 

couples, one graduate research assistant coded 10 individual interviews involving five 

couples (two Asian male-White female couples and three Asian female-White male 

couples), and the other graduate students assistant coded eight individual interviews with 

four couples (two Asian male-White female couples and two Asian female-White male 

couples). Together, all interviews were coded with at least two independent coders, 

including the author, with two interviews with both partners of one Asian female-White 

male couple being coded by all three coding team members.  

The qualitative coding process involved six steps. First, the coding team 

independently reviewed a set of empirical articles related to the phenomena of interest 

and the guiding conceptual frameworks (e.g., AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011; Diemer et 

al., 2006; Sue et al., 2007; Watt et al., 1999; Yoo et al., 2010) as well as qualitative 
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methodology (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ryan & Bernard, 2003; Vogl et al., 2019). The 

coding team discussed and addressed questions in this step prior to approaching the 

interview data. Second, all team members carefully and independently reviewed assigned 

interview transcripts along with video(audio) recordings to familiarize themselves with 

data, and generated initial codes based on verbal and non-verbal information 

communicated by individual partners (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Third, the team members 

created a codebook based on initial codes and generated descriptions, inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, and examples for each code. Fourth, based on the codebook, the 

coding team returned to each of the assigned interviews and independently coded relevant 

sentences, statements, and quotes that reflected participants’ relevant experiences and 

insights into each given code (Creswell et al., 2007; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Nvivo 12.1 

(QSR International, 2018) was used to facilitate the coding process to organize relevant 

quotes into codes to prepare for further analyses. Fifth, the author calculated interrater 

reliability between coding team members, reviewed discrepancies in coding across team 

members (e.g., statements coded by one member but not the other), and created final 

codes in reference to memos and perspectives from all team members. Building upon 

final codes, the author adopted multiple perspective interview analyses to compare coded 

statements between Asian and White partners to explore convergent, complementary, and 

divergent patterns within each relationship (Vogl et al., 2019). This way, findings from 

Phase 2 reflected both individual- and couple-level analyses. Further, the author 

compared subthemes between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male 

couples. Finally, codes with representative narratives and statements from participants 

were collapsed into broader themes, and the contexts in which these themes occurred.  
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Validity of qualitative findings was approximated by calculating initial 

agreements of codes from the fourth step as described above among all three team 

members. Average initial Cohen’s Kappa coefficients between the author and two 

graduate research assistants across all codes were both .63 whereas the average initial 

Cohen’s Kappa coefficient between the two graduate research assistants was .61, which 

reflected moderate to somewhat substantial agreements among all team members 

(McHugh, 2012). Validity was also approximated by the coding team’s reflexivity to 

address the potential influences of each coding team member’s personal and relationship 

history on interpretations of participants’ narratives (Fassinger, 2005; Vogl et al., 2019). 

The author identifies as a first-generation Chinese immigrant woman in an intercultural 

heterosexual relationship with a 1.5-generation Chinese American man. One graduate 

research assistant identifies as a European American woman in a heterosexual 

relationship with a European American man, and the other graduate research assistant 

identifies a European American transgender man in a heterosexual relationship with a 

European American woman. All team members have completed research training in 

qualitative analyses and accrued experience in analyzing dyadic data. Team members 

engaged in ongoing self-reflections, memo taking, and team discussions throughout the 

coding process to address potential bias from each team member’s personal views, 

values, beliefs, feelings, assumptions, and ideologies, as well as the position each 

member comes in that may affect their understanding and interpretation of the 

quantitative findings (Creswell, 2014). 
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RESULTS 

Phase 1: Preliminary Analyses 

An examination of pattern of data missingness revealed that most variables of 

interest had less than 2.00% of missing data except for the items assessing blatant and 

subtle racism, which had 2.6% missing data. Little’s MCAR Test showed that data were  

missing completely at random, χ(281) = 194.42, p = 1.00. None of the variables showed  

notable patterns for positive or negative skewness.  

Descriptive statistics of the main variables by partner race (i.e., Asian and White 

partners) and relationship racial combination (i.e., Asian male-White female and Asian 

female-White male couples) can be found in Table 3.  Correlations between main 

variables by partner race and relationship racial combination can be found in Table 4. No 

comparisons were made by partner race or relationship racial combination due to the 

interdependence between Asian and White partners’ self-reports. 

Phase 1: Perceived Racism and Well-Being 

Perceived racism and psychological distress. Hypothesis 1a predicted positive 

actor associations between one’s perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and their own 

psychological distress for both Asian and White partners. Results revealed that Asian 

partners who perceived more frequent blatant racism reported greater psychological 

distress (actor effect; b = 3.11, B = .25, p = .002, r = .24). Similarly, White partners who 

perceived more frequent blatant racism against their Asian partner also reported greater 

psychological distress (actor effect; b = 4.97, B = .40, p < .001, r = .37). Similar results 

emerged for subtle racism, such that there was a positive association between Asian 

partners’ perceived blatant racism and their own psychological distress (actor effect; 
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics of Main Variables for Asian and White Partners across Different Relationship Racial Combinations 

 AP                     WP  Total 

 AMWF AFWM AP Subtotal AMWF AFWM WP Subtotal   

 M(SD)  M(SD) M(SD)  M(SD)  M(SD)  M(SD)  M(SD)  Range 

n/N 70 121 191 70 121 191 382  

BR 2.15(0.83) 2.02(0.74) 2.07(0.77) 1.96(0.79) 1.74(0.67) 1.82(0.72) 1.94(0.76) 1-5 

SR 2.62(1.14) 2.61(0.83) 2.61(0.94) 2.41(0.98) 2.29(0.93) 2.34(0.96) 2.48(0.96) 1-5 

DASS 13.61(10.34) 12.76(9.19) 12.96(9.55) 16.11(10.94) 11.55(7.63) 13.34(9.29) 13.15(9.41) 0-63 

RDAS 15.90(2.78) 15.35(2.39) 15.56(2.54) 15.64(2.61) 15.62(2.15) 15.61(2.32) 15.59(2.43) 5-20 

CC 19.57(6.63) 22.89(7.02) 21.67(7.04) 23.26(6.60) 20.02(7.36) 21.24(7.26) 21.46(7.14) 5-35 

Note. BR = blatant racism; SR = subtle racism; DASS = psychological distress; RDAS = relationship satisfaction; CC = critical 

consciousness; AMWF = Asian male-White female couples; AFWM = Asian female-White male couples; AP = Asian partners; 

WP = White partners.  
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Table 4 

Correlations between Main Variables for Asian and White Partners across Different Relationship Racial combinations 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. BR(A) - .56*** .32*** -.20* 0.14 .40*** 0.18 -0.001 -0.10 -0.04 

2. SR(A) .65*** - .24** -.34*** .35*** .38*** .49*** -0.03 -.25** .23* 

3. DASS(A) 0.15 0.10 - -.21* -0.11 0.18 0.06 0.11 -0.13 -0.12 

4. RDAS(A) -0.09 -0.18 -.34** - -0.01 -.20* -0.12 -.18* .68*** 0.09 

5. CC(A) 0.03 .28* 0.20 -.25* - 0.03 .29** -0.03 -0.03 .48*** 

6. BR(W) .26* .28* -0.09 -0.07 0.23 - .57*** .35*** -.20* 0.09 

7. SR(W) .29* .53*** -0.13 -0.10 0.19 .63*** - .25** -0.14 .41*** 

8. DASS(W) 0.18 0.16 0.00 -0.19 0.14 .35** .34** - -.32*** 0.11 

9. RDAS(W) 0.08 0.06 -0.07 .71*** -0.11 -0.04 0.02 -0.20 - 0.01 

10. CC(W) 0.21 .39** -0.03 -0.08 .41** .26* .35** -0.03 0.06 - 

Note. BR = blatant racism; SR = subtle racism; DASS = psychological distress; RDAS = relationship satisfaction; CC = critical 

consciousness; (A) = Asian partner; (W) = White partner. Correlations for Asian male-White female couples are below the 

diagonal; correlations for Asian female-White male couples are above the diagonal. * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 
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b = 2.34, B =.24, p = .01, r = .20); there was also a positive association between White 

partners’ perceived blatant racism against their Asian partner and White partners’ own 

psychological distress (actor effect; b = 3.24, B = .33, p < .001, r = .29). Hypothesis 1b 

predicted positive partner effects between one partner’s perceived racism and the other 

partner’s psychological distress; however, results did not show significant partner effects. 

Furthermore, Research Question 1e explored if there was any difference on these findings 

between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male relationships; results 

showed no difference between different relationship racial combinations.  

Perceive racism and relationship satisfaction. Hypothesis 1c predicted negative 

actor associations between individual partners’ perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and 

relationship satisfaction. Results revealed that one’s perceived blatant racism was not 

associated with their own relationship satisfaction (actor effects). While Asian partners 

who perceived more frequent subtle racism reported lower relationship satisfaction (actor 

effect; b = -0.72, B = -.28, p = .01, r = -.24), there was no significant actor association 

between Asian partner’s perceived subtle racism and their own relationship satisfaction.  

Hypothesis 1d predicted negative partner effects between one partner’s perceived 

racism and the other partner’s relationship satisfaction; results did not demonstrate any 

significant partner association between perceived racism (blatant or subtle) and 

relationship satisfaction. Thus, Hypothesis 1c was partially supported and Hypothesis 1d 

was not supported. Additionally, relationship racial combination did not moderate the 

actor and partner associations between perceived blatant or subtle racism with 

relationship satisfaction (Research Question 1e).  
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Phase 1: Moderating Effects of Critical Consciousness 

Moderating effects of critical consciousness on perceived racism and 

psychological distress. No significant results were observed on the possible moderating 

effects of relationship racial combination on the associations between perceived blatant 

or subtle racism and psychological distress (Research Question 2c). For parsimony,  

relationship racial combination was removed from the subsequent models. 

Coefficients from the moderation APIMs with psychological distress as the 

criterion variable are summarized in Table 5. Hypothesis 2a predicted that Asian 

partners’ critical consciousness may mitigate both actor and partner associations between 

perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and well-being, such that the associations between 

perceived racism and well-being would be weaker for Asian partners whose critical 

consciousness were higher. Findings showed that Asian partners’ critical consciousness 

moderated the associations between their own perceived blatant racism and their own 

psychological distress (actor effects; b = 0.43, F = 9.59, p = .002). Specifically, the more 

critically aware Asian partners were of racism, the more likely they were to be 

psychologically distressed if they perceived experiencing more frequent blatant racism 

(+1 SD; b = 6.30, B = .01, p <.001), compared to Asian partners who reported lower 

critical consciousness (-1 SD; b = 0.16, B = .51, p = .90; see Figure 3). 

Research Question 2b explored if White partners’ critical consciousness would 

moderate the actor and partner associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) 

and psychological distress. Indeed, White partners’ critical consciousness moderated the 

association between Asian partners’ perceived blatant racism and psychological distress 

(b = -0.34, F = 6.13, p = .01). Specifically, perceived blatant racism was positively 
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Table 5 

Effects of Blatant and Subtle Racism on Psychological Distress as Moderated by Actor and Partner Critical Consciousness 

Note. A = actor; P = partner; CC = critical consciousness. * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 

 Blatant Racism Subtle Racism 

Fixed Effects F(df) F b SE F(df) F b SE 

Asian Partner         

Intercept   12.46*** 0.71   12.50*** 0.79 

Racism_A (1, 170) 12.01*** 3.23 0.93 (1, 170) 9.78** 2.73 0.87 

Racism_P (1, 170) 0.04 0.21 1.01 (1, 170) 0.69 -0.72 0.87 

CC_A (1, 170) 0.76 -0.10 0.11 (1, 170) 0.18 -0.05 0.11 

CC_P (1, 170) 0..68 -0.09 0.11 (1, 170) 1.54 -0.14 0.11 

Racism_A X CC_A  (1, 170) 9.59** 0.43 0.14 (1, 170) 0.73 0.11 0.13 

Racism_A X CC_P (1, 170) 6.13* -0.34 0.14 (1, 170) 5.40* -0.30 0.13 

Racism_P X CC_A (1, 170) 1.30 -0.20 0.18 (1, 170) 0.22 0.08 0.16 

Racism_P X CC_P (1, 170) 0.07 -0.04 0.16 (1, 170) 0.00 0.00 0.13 

White Partner         

Intercept   14.30*** 0.68   16.08*** 0.75 

Racism_A (1, 170) 25.29*** 4.83 0.96 (1, 170) 14.37*** 3.16 0.83 

Racism_P (1, 170) 0.15 -0.34 0.88 (1, 170) 1.13 -0.89 0.83 

CC_A (1, 170) 0.02 -0.01 0.10 (1, 170) 0.04 0.02 0.11 

CC_P (1, 170) 0.14 -0.04 0.11 (1, 170) 0.78 -0.10 0.11 

Racism_A X CC_A  (1, 170) 2.30 -0.23 0.15 (1, 170) 0.05 -0.03 0.13 

Racism_A X CC_P (1, 170) 0.23 0.08 0.17 (1, 170) 0.02 0.02 0.15 

Racism_P X CC_A (1, 170) 4.43* 0.27 0.13 (1, 170) 2.03 0.18 0.12 

Racism_P X CC_P (1, 170) 1.54 -0.16 0.13 (1, 170) 0.97 -0.12 0.13 
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Figure 3 

Interaction of Asian Partners’ Perceived Blatant Racism by Their Critical Consciousness on Their Own Psychological Distress  

Note. CC = critical consciousness. *** = p < .001. 
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associated with psychological distress only for Asian partners with a White partner who 

reported lower critical consciousness (-1 SD; b = 5.66, B = .46, p < .001); however, this 

association was nonsignificant for Asian partners with a White partner who reported 

higher critical consciousness (+1 SD; b = 0.80, B = .06, p = .55; see Figure 4). There was 

also a significant interaction between Asian partners’ perceived blatant racism and the 

White partners’ critical consciousness on the White partners’ reported psychological 

distress (b = 0.27, F = 4.43, p = .04). The higher White partners’ critical consciousness, 

the greater psychological distress they reported if their Asian partner perceived more 

frequent blatant racism (+1 SD; b = 1.62, B = .13, p = .20) than those White partners with 

lower critical consciousness (-1 SD; b = -2.30, B = -.18, p = .08; see Figure 5).  

In regard to perceived subtle racism, White partners’ critical consciousness 

moderated the association between Asian partners’ perceived subtle racism and 

psychological distress (b = -0.30, F = 5.40, p = .02). Specifically, Asian partners who had 

a White partner with lower critical consciousness reported greater psychological distress 

in the face of more frequent subtle racism (-1 SD; b = 4.88, B = .50, p < .001) whereas 

Asian partners who had a White partner with higher critical consciousness did not report 

greater psychological distress despite perceiving more frequent subtle racism themselves 

(+1 SD; b = 0.57, B = .06, p = .64; see Figure 6).  

In summary, results revealed that Asian partners’ critical consciousness amplified, 

rather than mitigated, the association between perceived blatant racism and their own 

psychological distress (actor effects). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was not supported. In regard 

to Research Question 2b, White partners’ critical consciousness weakened the negative 

associations between Asian partners’ perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and their own 
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Figure 4 

Interaction of Asian Partners’ Perceived Blatant Racism by White Partners’ Critical Consciousness on Asian Partners’ 

Psychological Distress  

 Note. CC = critical consciousness. *** = p < .001. 
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Figure 5 

Interaction of Asian Partners’ Perceived Blatant Racism by White Partners’ Critical Consciousness on White Partners’ 

Psychological Distress  

Note. CC = critical consciousness.  
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Figure 6 

Interaction of Asian Partners’ Perceived Subtle Racism by White Partners’ Critical Consciousness on Asian Partners’ 

Psychological Distress  

Note. CC = critical consciousness. *** = p < .001. 
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psychological distress; however, White partners’ higher critical consciousness poised 

themselves at risk for greater psychological distress if their Asian partners perceived 

more frequent blatant racism.  

Moderating effects of critical consciousness on perceived racism and 

relationship satisfaction.  Relationship racial combination did not moderate the 

associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and relationship satisfaction or  

the moderating effects of critical consciousness, so it was removed from the moderation 

models for parsimony (Research Question 2c). 

Coefficients from the moderation APIMs with relationship satisfaction as the 

criterion variable are summarized in Table 6. Hypothesis 2a predicted that Asian 

partners’ critical consciousness would interact with their own and their White partner’s 

perceived racism (blatant and subtle) on relationship satisfaction. Results revealed a 

significant interaction between Asian partners’ perceived blatant racism and critical 

consciousness on their own relationship satisfaction (actor effect; b = -0.08, F = 4.13, p = 

.04). Specifically, the association between Asian partners’ perceived blatant racism and 

their own relationship satisfaction was more negative for those whose critical 

consciousness was higher (+1 SD; (b = -0.82, B = -.26, p = .03) than those who reported 

lower critical consciousness (-1 SD; b = 0.27, B = .08, p = .45; see Figure 7). No 

significant moderating effects were observed for Asian partner’s critical consciousness on 

the associations between perceived subtle racism and relationship satisfaction.  

Research Question 2b explored the moderating effects of White partners’ critical 

consciousness on the associations between perceived racism and relationship satisfaction 

(actor or partner effects). Results revealed no significant moderating effects.
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Table 6 

Effects of Blatant and Subtle Racism on Relationship Satisfaction as Moderated by Actor and Partner Critical Consciousness  

Note. A = actor; P= partner; CC = critical consciousness. * = p < .05. ** = p < .01. *** = p < .001.  

 Blatant Racism Subtle Racism 

Fixed Effects F(df) F b SE F(df) F b SE 

Asian Partner         

Intercept   15.57*** 0.19   15.66*** 0.21 

Racism_A (1, 170) 1.18 -0.28 0.25 (1, 170) 10.13** -0.73 0.23 

Racism_P (1, 170) 2.27 -0.42 0.28 (1, 170) 0.21 -0.02 0.23 

CC_A (1, 170) 1.31 -0.04 0.03 (1, 170) 0.94 -0.03 0.03 

CC_P (1, 170) 2.09 0.04 0.03 (1, 170) 3.06 0.05 0.03 

Racism_A X CC_A  (1, 170) 4.13* -0.08 0.04 (1, 170) 0.82 -0.03 0.03 

Racism_A X CC_P (1, 170) 0.33 0.02 0.04 (1, 170) 1.89 0.05 0.03 

Racism_P X CC_A (1, 170) 0.57 0.04 0.05 (1, 170) 0.01 0.00 0.04 

Racism_P X CC_P (1, 170) 1.95 0.06 0.04 (1, 170) 0.20 0.02 0.04 

White Partner         

Intercept   15.51*** 0.18   15.59*** 0.20 

Racism_A (1, 170) 3.48 -0.48 0.26 (1, 170) 0.55 -0.16 0.22 

Racism_P (1, 170) 0.06 0.06 0.24 (1, 170) 0.74 -0.19 0.22 

CC_A (1, 170) 1.32 0.03 0.03 (1, 170) 1.57 0.04 0.03 

CC_P (1, 170) 0.29 -0.02 0.03 (1, 170) 0.31 -0.02 0.03 

Racism_A X CC_A  (1, 170) 2.96 0.07 0.04 (1, 170) 0.71 0.03 0.03 

Racism_A X CC_P (1, 170) 0.23 0.02 0.04 (1, 170) 0.09 0.01 0.04 

Racism_P X CC_A (1, 170) 0.01 -0.00 0.04 (1, 170) 0.00 -0.00 0.03 

Racism_P X CC_P (1, 170) 3.22 -0.06 0.04 (1, 170) 0.65 -0.03 0.03 
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Figure 7 

Interaction of Asian Partners’ Perceived Blatant Racism by Asian Partners’ Critical Consciousness on Asian Partners’ 

Relationship Satisfaction  

Note. CC = critical consciousness. 
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In summary, Hypothesis 2a was not supported. Instead, Asian partners who 

reported higher critical consciousness appeared to be more susceptible to a negative 

association between perceived blatant racism and relationship satisfaction than Asian 

partners who reported lower critical consciousness. 

Phase 2: Thematic Findings 

A summary of themes based on multiple perspective interview data collected in 

Phase 2 can be found in Table 7. Five broad themes emerged: (1) racism as an 

intersectional experience, (2) relationship acceptance and disapproval, (3) spillover and 

crossover of perceived racism, (4) critical consciousness as an awareness, and (5) critical 

consciousness in actions. Under each broad theme, partners across multiple relationships 

regardless partners’ racial combination shared common subthemes. Comparisons 

between narratives about Asian versus White partners’ experiences in an interracial 

relationship, as well as narratives about partners in Asian male-White female or Asian 

female-White male relationships (depending on their relationship racial combination) 

revealed additional unique, salient subthemes, which are summarized in separate 

columns. For each subtheme, representative participant narratives, edited for brevity, are 

presented.  

Perceived racism as an intersectional experience. During the interviews, almost 

all Asian and White partners spoke about their perceptions of racism in nuanced ways. 

Although some perceived blatant discrimination based on Asian partners’ racial 

identities, most others perceived discrimination in subtle forms that cannot be easily 

teased apart from individuals’ intersecting identities.  
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Table 7 

Summary of Themes 

Themes        Common Subthemes     Asian versus White partners        AMWF versus AFWM  

 

Perceived 

racism as an 

intersectional 

experience 

 

1. Assumptions as foreigners 

2. Assumptions about physical 

appearances  

3. Perceived “bamboo 

ceilings” 

4. Overgeneralization of 

stereotypes 

      Asian Partners 

1. Community “bubbles” 

2. Racism as a shared 

experience 

3. Disclosures versus non-

disclosures 

 

      White Partners 

1. Hesitation in initiating 

communication about racism 

      AMWF 

1. De-sexualization of Asian men 

 

      AFWM 

1. Objectification of Asian women 

2. Gender role expectations 

    

 

Relationship 

acceptance and 

disapproval 

 

1. Familial openness and 

social recognition 

2. Defying sociocultural 

expectations 

 

      Asian Partners 

1. Pressure to correct 

assumptions 

2. Criticism from the Asian 

community 

 

      White Partners 

1. Color-blind familial attitudes 

 

      AMWF 

1. Increased racism with White 

female partner’s presence 

2. Lack of representation 

3. Triangulation between Asian and 

White communities 

 

      AFWM 

1. Better treatment with White male 

partner’s presence 

2. Stereotypes about racial 

preferences in relationships 

3. Appreciation of White partners’ 

cultural engagement 
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Spillover and 

crossover of 

perceived 

racism 

 

1. More direct impact of 

perceived racism on 

individual well-being 

2. Crossover effects from one 

partner to another 

3. Eroding effects of subtle 

racism 

       Asian Partners 

1. Greater impact of perceived 

racism on Asian partners 

than White partners 

  

      White Partners 

1. Greater intimacy and 

relationship strengths 

       AMWF 

1. Choice of emotional distancing 

from racism 

 

      AFWM 

1. Emotional desensitization over 

time 

    

 

Critical 

consciousness 

as an awareness 

 

1. Historical and contemporary 

racism as inherent parts of 

the society  

2. Exposure to diverse 

disparities 

3. “Wake-up moments” 

 

      Asian Partners 

1. Identity exploration and 

embracement 

2. Sensitivity to racism 

 

      White Partners 

1. Awareness of privileges 

2. Intergenerational and 

sociocultural influences 

3. Appreciation of diversity 

      AMWF 

1. Intersecting privileges and 

oppressions 

 

      AFWM 

1. Not fully understood by White 

partner 

 

    

 

Critical 

consciousness 

in actions 

 

1. Enhanced communication 

and empathy 

2. Shared knowledge and 

empowerment 

3. Careers to instigate change 

4. Community-based support, 

advocacy, and activism 

5. Cultivating acceptance for 

mixed-race families  

      Asian Partners 

1. Being on the backburner 

2. Questioning about “keeping 

heads down” 

3. Hypocritical allyship  

4. Being an “teacher”  

 

      White Partners 

1. Standing up for partner 

      AMWF 

1. Public display of affection 

2. Call for united activism 

 

      AFWM 

1. Confrontation in familial and 

social networks 

Note. AMWF = Asian male-White female couples; AFWM = Asian female-White male couples. 
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One of the common subthemes, as shared by almost all Asian and White partners, 

were Asian partners’ experiences with others’ assumptions about them being foreigners. 

These assumptions were also associated with a sense of xenophobia and exclusion in 

interpersonal interactions. For example, S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-

20s) reported being asked multiple times by strangers “where are you from?” and “no, 

where are you from, from?” Charlie (Filipino/Chinese woman born in the US in her mid-

30s) spoke about being assumed as not speaking English on a flight when she was 14 

years old: 

The stewardess was White blond stewardess, and I was sitting next to a White 

mom…she got separated from her child…I was gonna offer my seat…but before 

that, the stewardess looked down on me, and asked me if I spoke English…I was 

14, that was the first time in my life; I never even contemplated that I wouldn’t 

[speak English]; I remember exactly that I was wearing jean, a white T-shirt, 

Roxy flip-flops, I think my shirt said Roxy or something American, like you 

couldn’t get more American than jeans and a T-shirt…I was really just confused, 

like “What? Yes!” I saw in her face she realized what had happened immediately 

after I said “Yes!” and she looked terrified. I knew that something was 

wrong…They actually moved me up to business class, and she was really nice, 

and she made sure I had lots of snacks and things. 

Similarly, Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) stated: 

There is actually a lot of questions about where I'm from; just those general little 

questions might not be a big deal by itself, but over time with a lot of those 

happening, you just get stressed out and tired of dealing with it…I feel like that 
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when I was a teenager basically…In some ways, I got used to racial harassment, 

but at the same time, [it] just got more and more outrageous over time.  

Related to these assumptions was a sense of xenophobia and exclusion for Asians. 

Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s) described his partner Penny 

(Chinese woman in her mid-30s) questioning about “why they didn't ask her in the first 

place [to social gatherings].” In addition to experiences of these assumptions in 

interpersonal contexts, some partners talked about the more apparent structural and 

systemic treatment of Asian individuals as foreigners. For example, Suzy (Polish/French 

Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) shared how her partner, Sam (Korean 

American man in his early 30s) was mistreated growing up in the public-school systems: 

They thought he couldn't speak English, so they put him in remedial classes 

and…he went through a lot of hard things being part of the American public-

school systems. Just the other day we found out that his name wasn't Sam until he 

went to school, at which point they were like, hey, he has to have “a real 

name.”…So for the first couple of years of his life, he wasn't Sam, which you 

know, is sad [voice softening]. 

Sam concurred similar experiences with systemic racism in his interview, adding “it's 

hard to get sound bites of one or two incidents when it has been happening all your life.” 

Also, Asian and White partners acknowledged multiples occasions when strangers 

made assumptions and implicit judgements about the Asian partners’ physical 

appearances. These assumptions by others often manifested in mislabeling the Asian 

partner’s ethnicity, assuming what language they speak, or directly speaking to them in a 

language that they might not speak. For example, Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 
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30s) shared, “people just say stupid things like “Ni Hao” (“Hello” in Mandarin), sh*t like 

that. It doesn't happen that often, but I definitely have experienced that many, many times 

in my life.” These experiences appeared to occur more frequently for multiracial or 

multiethnic Asian individuals. Lizzy (White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) 

described her partner, S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s)’s experiences, 

“if we’re out and about doing things, mainly people just think he’s Mexican.” Tyler 

(White/Jewish man in his early 30s) spoke about his partner, Charlie (Filipino/Chinese 

woman in her mid-30s)’s experience with being mislabeled as another Asian female 

coworker at her workplace, “she will get called by that person's name in person and in 

emails, even by people who…know both of them. They’ve known [them] for years now, 

and that bothers her.” Similarly, Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s) 

described that his partner, Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s)’s experience at 

workplace, “she had superiors who would bring in documents in Korean asking her to 

translate them,” even though Penny is Chinese.  

 Another common subtheme was perceived “bamboo ceilings” (Hyun, 2005) for 

Asian individuals, representing the invisible limits and obstacles Asians faced in pursuing 

job opportunities and leadership due to their racial identities. These experiences not only 

reflected interpersonal discrimination but also underlying systemic barriers. Sam (Korean 

American man in his early 30s) shared: 

I’ve definitely seen things in the office where other Asian males are looked down 

on or made fun of. It definitely happens a lot more after I started my career, 

working hard and long hours, and trying extra hard to be everything people 

wanting me to be, [and] it was clear that I was not getting the same result. 
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Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) disclosed one occasion when he was on a job 

search committee and noticed the unspoken bias toward an Asian candidate because the 

candidate’s accent “was difficult to understand” during a phone interview. Malcolm 

(Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) talked about his uncle’s job 

search, “even if he was qualified and he did everything they wanted him to, they weren't 

going to let him in because he's Brown and they don't want that.” And Penny (Chinese 

woman in her mid-30s), who moved to the US from China to live with her partner, 

disclosed the invisible challenges she experienced: 

Living in the United States…there's lots of opportunity that you would be easily 

get[ting] in China [that] probably won't be as easy here…I kind of feel that way 

when I was looking for jobs cause first, people would probably view you as a 

foreigner and concerned about your legal status and [then]…they were probably 

thinking about why do I hire someone that…doesn't speak very well English? 

Why would I pick someone [who] has experiences overseas I cannot verify? 

And Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) spoke about her conversation with her 

partner, Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) about “how Jeremy Lin, like the NBA 

basketball player apparently isn't allowed on the team bus sometimes cause the security 

guards stopped him, because they don't believe he actually plays in the NBA.” 

 Additional narratives appeared to reflect how racism was intersected with 

partners’ socioeconomic and gender identity, in addition to their race and ethnicity. 

Perceived racism from this lens manifested in frequent overgeneralization of stereotypes 

toward the entire Asian and Asian American community through both interpersonal 

encounters and systemic barriers, despite the vast heterogeneity within the community. 
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More often than not, these experiences were not “outright racism” but came across as 

microaggressions, as S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) highlighted, such 

that he had heard “jokes and remarks…like, Bruce Li, Jet Li, Jackie Chan, like allusions, 

the stereotypical ones about like, “oh, Asian people can’t drive!”” though S.C.H. does not 

share the ethnic background as Bruce Li, Jet Li, or Jackie Chan. Similar 

overgeneralization appeared on the model minority myth. Audrey (White woman in her 

mid-20s) shared her conversations with her partner, Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-

20s), about the socioeconomic diversity within the Asian community - “we actually 

talked a lot about class stratification within Asian-Americans as a group cause he was 

like, some of us are wealthier, but there's other subgroups that are less wealthy and that's 

important, instead of lumping us all together.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her 

mid-30s) also pointed out frequently overlooked “seniors and poor Asian communities” 

whereas Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s) described the generalization of Asians 

such that people “use this standard [for one Asian group] to view someone who actually 

are from the other country.” Further, Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man 

in his late-20s), emphasized that Asian individuals were perceived with overgeneralized 

privileges because of the model minority myth: 

On social media…if you're White and you have an opinion on something, you 

tend to get dismissed, like, “oh, you're privileged.” But it's almost extending to 

Asians as well. It's like, “well, you're Asian, you made it…why do we care for 

your opinion on this race issue? Your opinion doesn't matter because you're a 

model minority. Why should we listen to you?” So they dismiss [us] because we 

don't know what it's like to be oppressed…we were not represented in the media 
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or anything like that…we're somewhere in the middle where we're treated like 

sh*t by both anyway. 

Upon comparisons between Asian and White partners’ narratives about 

perceptions and knowledge of racism against Asian partners and the Asian community, a 

few subthemes unique to Asian and White partners, respectively, emerged. Asian partners 

tended to describe having “bubbles” of community such that when they were in 

communities with more Asians or other people of color, they did not experience as 

frequent racism in contrast to when they entered predominantly White spaces. Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) described in this respect: 

I acknowledge that like the West Coast, it's all a bubble of huge diversity…people 

like me have always been tolerated or celebrated. I don't think that exists outside 

of these bubbles. So, you have these little bubbles in major cities all throughout 

the United States. But outside of that, I know friends who grew up in more rural 

areas of the United States or just [with] less diverse group, and they have a 

completely different experience. 

Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s), Penny (Chinese woman in her 

mid-30s)’s partner, concurred, “when we lived in the South, I think that you may be able 

to stick out a little bit more. Um, people may judge a little bit differently if you have a 

different political or societal or cultural background.” Similarly, Audrey (White woman 

in her mid-20s), highlighted that Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) “experienced a 

lot of interpersonal racism growing up because he was one of the few Asian American 

kids and he would say…kids bullied him for being Asian.” Marie (Japanese American 

woman in her mid-30s) also talked about the contrasts between communities she had 
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lived in, “I feel like the racism that I experienced back on the East Coast was a lot more 

blatant than the one that I feel out here (on the Northwest). Maybe people tend to…keep 

it a lot more hidden here.” These “bubbles” might differ not only depending on 

geographic locations, but also in the context of the ever-evolving political climate, like 

Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) pointed out: 

There [were] a lot of people who were closet racist that felt they could come out 

in the open…people who normally wouldn't do anything open with their racism 

are just coming out of the woodwork now because they feel encouraged to think, 

well, if the president doesn't care, then, well, I'm just going to do what I want. 

Despite that many of the subthemes were shared by both Asian and White 

partners in a romantic relationship, it was noteworthy that some partners spoke about 

discrepancies in their communication about experiences with racism. Specifically, some 

Asian partners emphasized that they discussed racism with their White partner frequently, 

given it became a shared experience in the relationship. However, other Asian partners 

discussed how they sometimes did not disclose or bring up these experiences with their 

White partner because they considered the experiences “small” or minor, or that they did 

not share their experiences because they did not want their White partner to worry. For 

example, Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) stated that 

“I've told River everything, I didn't leave anything out cause you know, she should know 

what she's getting into because I'm not the only one getting scrutinized. She's getting that 

kind of pressure as well.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) shared her 

more nuanced approach to communication such that she “usually just bring[s] it (racism) 

up with my husband and we kind of talk about it”, but she had “never really brought up 
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with him (Aaron)…very small things…like people not really looking at me if we go to a 

store together, and they'll just talk to him.” She further added, “It'd be good if I could 

bring that up a little bit so he could be more aware of things like that.” And Charlie 

(Filipino/Chinese woman in her mid-30s) shared that she thought that her partner, Tyler, 

“would be the one to initiate “what did you think when they said this to us?” I will be 

like, “What? Yeah, it made me uncomfortable in the moment but that’s it.” I think he will 

be a lot more distressed than I would,” so she chose to not bring up a discussion on 

possible discriminatory experiences to prevent her partner from feeling distressed.  

 Although some White partners described that they frequently discussed 

perceptions of racism and discrimination with their Asian partner, others stated that they 

did not discuss these topics as much as they would have liked, and they often hesitated to 

bring up these topics, yet they noted their interest in discussing these topics more 

frequently. For example, Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s), Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s)’s partner, stated, “I'm sure she's had experiences 

(of discrimination) in her life, but, um, none that I know too much about and definitely 

none that have explicitly happened while we were together or that I've witnessed,” which 

was in contrast to the narratives on racism Thanh shared in her individual interviews. 

Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) talked about how 

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) “often doesn't want to tell me these kinds of 

things, but I know he experiences microaggressions at work. He gets under-valued in the 

workforce a lot for being Asian and maybe for having an accent to some extent.” And 

Lizzy (White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) shared:  
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I never know quite how to ask it…it might be something that maybe he (S.C.H.) 

hasn’t told me about, or doesn’t talk about, or he doesn’t even think about it…I’m 

not quite sure…we never really think about it enough to talk about it because 

we’re always just thinking about what’s next, instead of what’s going on. 

Comparisons between narratives from partners in Asian male-White female and 

Asian female-White male relationships revealed that Asian men and women experienced 

unique gendered racism and racial and gender microaggressions, which highlighted that 

perceptions of racism were often intersected with gender identity. Asian men in a 

romantic relationship with a White woman were frequently perceived as de-sexualized 

with a lack of masculinity and romance appeal to women. S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White 

man in his mid-20s) described, “Asian males are portrayed in the media, as either they’re 

like Kung Fu masters or they’re very feminine, but nonetheless never…really carrying 

any sex appeal.” Similarly, Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) stated: 

Asian men might face a separate set of issues of being de-sexualized or seen as 

romantically unappealing…I feel like it's been really, really frustrating because I 

don't get many matches and part of that I feel is…due to my race…maybe not so 

much in person, but to…match with potential romantic partners online and to 

really connect with romantic partners, especially those who are not Asian, you 

know, more long-term. 

Justin’s partner, Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s), also acknowledged: 

On a structural level, the things that are really important to him (Justin) are these 

widely held ideas about Asian men and their sexuality and attractiveness or 

representation. When Crazy Rich Asian came out, that was a huge thing, because 



 

67 

it was the first all Asian cast and this Hollywood movie. Those kinds of things are 

very structural in nature, right?...and I know that a lot of his issues with negative 

experiences with being Asian are specifically being an Asian male because he 

feels Asian females are a lot more accepted in mainstream society and they are 

considered a lot more attractive or desirable to other races, whereas Asian men are 

not.  

Addison (White, English, German man in his early 30s) also talked about similar 

experiences for his Asian male friends such that “sometimes there's a stigma against 

Asian men - girls not being as interested in them for one reason or another…it seems it's 

harder than average for them to find a date.” 

Regarding Asian women’s unique experiences with racism, many participants 

talked about the objectification of Asian women and the expectations of Asian women to 

fit into certain gender role stereotypes, such as being submissive and being responsible 

for family caring. For example, Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) shared 

her “not infrequent moments of sexual harassment based on my race - people would call 

me “China doll” and stuff a lot on the subways there (on the East Coast), if I was out and 

not with my partner, not with somebody else,” and she spoke about experiencing more 

frequent “catcalling and street harassment” than her brother. Thanh (Vietnamese woman 

in her early 30s) shared an incidence she experienced: 

Someone tried to put their arms around me when I was on [public transportation], 

but they did it really discretely. So you questioned whether it happened or 

not…I'm pretty sure that happened…I was pretty pissed off, like that never 

would've happened if I wasn't a woman…I just feel like being an Asian woman, 
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you cannot escape it in the world…there's a lot of things that you kind of have to 

be aware of as a woman and as a small woman. 

From a White male partner’s perspectives, Tyler spoke about “fetishization and general 

creepiness about Asian women…They (people) don't take them (Asian women) as 

seriously as they would other people. Um, so that's an injustice.” And Aaron 

(English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s), described his partner, Marie 

(Japanese American woman in her mid-30s)’s experiences of gender role expectations by 

a previous romantic partner - “the guy did expect her to be more like subservient I guess” 

- and by the public - “people have assumed that Marie doesn’t work and stays at home to 

raise our kid, and I’ve corrected them about that.” 

Relationship acceptance and disapproval. Asian-White interracial couples in 

this study disclosed the variety of responses they perceived from their family, friends, 

and the public about their relationship. Specifically, those who experienced greater 

openness from their family and the public reported more acceptance and recognition of 

the relationship, whereas those who faced stronger, specific familial and sociocultural 

expectations experienced more frequent discouragement, disapproval, and even direct 

and subtle criticism of their relationship. For example, regarding familial openness, 

Charlie (Filipino/Chinese woman in her mid-30s) spoke about how her mother “did not 

pressure me to date Filipino guys [or] anything…she is happy for me in this relationship, 

[and] dad is happy for me [in] whatever relationship.” Sam (Korean American man in his 

early 30s) shared that his partner, Suzy’s family “has been very open and supportive as 

they could be…they really wanted her to enjoy when she can.” And Addison (White/ 

English/German man in his early 30s) stated, “both of them (Addison’s parents) were 
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highly accepting (of the relationship) from the first day…we were very fortunate to not 

have any problems with that.” Regarding social recognition, Charlie’s partner, Tyler 

(White/Jewish man in his early 30s), shared: 

I feel that people are kind to us as a couple because people think, isn't that cute? 

They're interracial...There was one time that my partner and I had passed two 

people in a park who were also an interracial couple, and the guy kind of smiled 

broadly and nodded to me and both of us said afterwards, I think that's why he 

nodded [smiled]. 

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s), who met Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) 

when she was teaching English in Taiwan, stated, “people in Taiwan were really thrilled 

[chuckles], like my co-teacher and my host family…they were super pumped about 

that…My family really likes Justin…They’ve been really supportive.” 

However, other narratives centered on the challenges both Asian and White 

partners faced in an interracial relationship. Participants described relationship 

discrimination that was either due to racism against the Asian partner or the unique racial 

combination in the relationship. A few Asian and White partners spoke about how their 

relationship’s racial combination was uncommon and unexpected as if it defied the 

familial, social, and cultural expectations of who they “should” have been with 

romantically. Familial reactions ranged from “apprehension” about getting to know the 

unfamiliar culture to as extreme as family “disowning” one partner because they were in 

a relationship with a partner of a different race. River (White woman in her mid-20s), 

partner to Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) for over 11 

years, shared that when they first got together, her father asked “why does this nice White 
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girl have to be getting with this guy? They wouldn't even necessarily [think] he's Asian; it 

was that he wasn't White.” In public, River and Malcolm also faced challenges: 

A lot of older White people don't particularly like the fact that it's a White girl 

with an Asian man…We've had somebody [saying], “What are you doing?” 

[after] actually come up to us…We get really nasty looks and people kinda walk 

away or stop doing what they're doing and just disappear because we're there. 

 Malcolm also mentioned in his interview that “there's always that look…[from an] old 

White couple in the back of the room kind of just staring at us like we're, you know, 

amoebas.” Similarly, S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) shared that “the 

biggest negative experiences…since I’ve been with my wife (Lizzy)…[was to] see 

people look with disgust…or do an eyeroll or scoff or something.” And his partner, Lizzy 

(White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) talked about how her friends told her that 

“he (S.C.H.)’s not your type, you’re more into like blonde-hair blue-eyed boys and stuff.” 

The discouraging reactions were not only against White partners in a relationship with an 

Asian partner, but also entailed others’ intentional or unintentional comments about 

Asians individuals’ relationship with a White partner. Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-

20s) reportedly heard from his friends that “it's interesting that you're with a White 

person and not an Asian.” Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s) shared 

when he and Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s) first started dating in China, Penny 

“felt like she got a lot of stares…. she always felt like people thought she was a 

prostitute. She was dating a “lao wai” (“foreigner” in Mandarin).” More subtle forms of 

disapproval manifested in misinterpreting the relationship combination, as Penny 

delineated when she and Leonard attended a festival, “people just assume that I was an 
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Asian guy's wife instead of a White guy’s wife....My husband’s colleague was a Chinese 

guy, and so people just automatically assume that I'm his (the Chinese guy’s) wife.” 

Explorations and comparisons between Asian and White partners’ narratives 

revealed a few subthemes specific to Asian partners. For example, some Asian partners 

felt the pressure to correct assumptions about their identity and gender roles in an 

interracial relationship. Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) spoke about her 

experiences interacting with her partner, Addison’s family, “they don't ever say anything 

direct. I don't remember like a specific thing that they said, but it's the feeling that they 

gave me, you know, it's like I always felt like I had to make sure that I correct their 

assumptions.” 

Both Asian men and women reported feeling discouraged, disapproved, and 

criticized by members of another gender in the Asian community for being in an 

interracial relationship, which occurred more frequently on social media. Marie (Japanese 

American woman in her mid-30s) stated that “if I was arguing with…a misogynistic troll 

or an Asian guy who was really angry about Asian women in relationships with White 

men…they would basically just call me a race traitor or whatever. But it was all online.” 

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) also shared: 

It's more common that I walk across the street and run into an Asian woman who 

are judgmental, who whisper something under their breath…who will be very 

negative, or who posts an article or blog, troll online, or post something hateful. 

It's usually Asian woman who says Asian male who date outside their race. 

Regarding White partners’ familial reactions to the interracial relationship, there 

emerged a subtheme such that some families might not view the Asian partner as racially 



 

72 

or culturally different from their own, representing color-blind familial attitudes, as 

Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) shared: 

My partner (Tyler) recently shared with me that his father didn’t see the color, 

didn’t see I was Asian, and think I was White, I guess, it was something weird, 

like he didn’t think of us as an interracial couple, that’s what it was. 

However, this subtheme was not widely discussed in other interviews.  

Importantly, couples experienced unique discrimination depending on their 

relationship racial combination. Specific to Asian male-White female couples, both Asian 

and White partners reported more frequent perceptions of racism against the Asian 

partner and relationship discrimination in the presence of the White partner. Lizzy 

(White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) pointed out, “you would get more looks if 

you had a different skin tone for sure. When we walk in places, they would notice S.C.H. 

and I, especially if they don’t see a lot of that…That’s when you get people staring at 

you,” which affected not only S.C.H. but also her such that “I’m always the topic of 

conversation…whether we’re in a relationship together or if it’s just like me on my own, 

they just want to talk about that (the relationship).” Lizzy’s partner, S.C.H. 

(Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) also stated that he believed when comparing 

Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male relationships, “there’s more 

racism directed toward Asian men than towards Asian women possibly…There’s 

definitely more overt, “in your face” racism that you can pinpoint and show your partner 

- ”yeah, this happened to me.”” Similarly, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) 

described that “[when] walking down the street in a more suburban area where people are 

more White…I'm more self-conscious of my sticking out, like, hey, I am Asian, she's 
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White, and people are staring [at us] because of that.” And Sam’s partner, Suzy 

(Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) shared, “sometimes we'll 

go to a restaurant and we'll get bad service, and then afterwards we realized that it's 

probably because I was there, you know, stuff like that where it's microaggressions, 

where you're not really sure what happened.” 

Almost all Asian men spoke about the lack of representation of Asian male-White 

female relationships, more significantly than Asian female-White male relationships. 

S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) highlighted: 

Asian male and White female partner’s relationship is not like covered in the 

media... It’s not normalized through, like, movies and television...It’s partially 

because…a White male will disapprove of it because…White males believe that 

they’re above Asian males so that whenever they see an Asian male with a White 

female, I guess maybe it feels, to them, like a threat to their status quo, kind of 

like, frowned upon…White females in American society are regarded as 

“American” you know, something that’s distinctly theirs and something that an 

“outsider” (Asian males) can’t be a part of, I guess. 

Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) shared similar observations. “there's all these 

pressures and in the media too, you don't see interracial couples very often.” His partner, 

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) also stated: 

I'm now a lot more perceptive to Asian-White couples, especially Asian male-

White female couples…cause Justin was like, “that's like a really rare pairing, like 

those couples don't exist a whole lot.” So now, like anytime we're out and we see 
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one, we're like, “look, there is one!” But I don't know if anyone's necessarily 

looking at us cause I haven't noticed that at least, maybe he has.  

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) stated too, that “you don't really hear a lot 

about AMWF (Asian male-White female) relationships at all, definitely not in the media 

and definitely not in books, either, because I used to read a lot growing up, so we didn't 

really have a template to follow.” 

Another notable subtheme is the triangulation Asian male-White female partners 

experienced between Asian and White communities. This triangulation implied that 

Asian men and White women perceived that they did not fit in with either community, or 

they felt they were caught in the middle of either community because of their interracial 

relationship. For example, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) described: 

When it's…White male dating a female Asian…whatever they (people) feel about 

it, they might at least engage them as a couple, as a human being…they might be 

interested and ask them questions and get to know them. But I think with us, it's 

more like, “oh [disappointing tone]”…they definitely are surprised…they have a 

distance, they don't want to engage you…as an Asian woman you're allowed to 

date White men but Asian male, they cannot date anyone outside your race…Why 

do they have this double standard? 

White female partners also felt caught in the middle for being distanced from involving in 

the Asian community while not having support from the White community due to being 

in an interracial relationship. Sam’s partner, Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish 

woman in her early 30s) talked about her challenges despite continued efforts to connect 

with Sam’s family and engage in Sam’s cultural practices: 
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I try to speak Korean. They (Sam’s parents) will often be like, “Ah, she said this 

wrong and now I'm insulted.” I had to start going to church with his family. I'm 

the only White person at church, so it's been four years and they still sort of look 

at me like I'm lost, like I ran off the street. They're like, “Why are you here 

though?” It's very different than being a White guy who comes to church because 

once in a while you'll see a White guy come to church and they're all like, “Oh, 

it’s you!”…They're excited to see him, and me, they're just like, “Why?” He gets 

a pass. It's different for me because I'm supposed to assimilate. I'm supposed to 

magically know how to be a good Korean daughter-in-law, you know? 

Further, Suzy had felt distant from her Asian friends: 

Sometimes I share it with my friends who are Asian women, “Oh my mother-in-

law is really hard on me.” They're just sorta like, “yeah, welcome to having Asian 

parents.” “Take a seat, we're not interested in hearing about it.” I'll be like, “thank 

you, that's not the sympathy I was looking for.” Something we (Sam and I) say a 

lot to each other is when we're both struggling with not feeling welcome in either 

culture, we'll say we don't fit in, but at least we fit together like puzzle pieces. 

And Sam highlighted these unique challenges Suzy faced in his interview: 

I’ve seen the type of hate mails and harassment and cyber bullying that my fiancé 

(Suzy) has gone through…What are the unique problems that I've found with 

her…is that even though she's trying hard (to learn my culture), that somehow 

becomes a weakness. That becomes weaponized by people. Her online friends or 

Asian friends might say, “oh, look at you, trying to appropriate our culture, lol, 
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look at you. You know what this is, this is our race, it is our cultural stuff. Now 

how dare you, you know, be part of this? 

In contrast to Asian men in a relationship with a White woman, Asian women 

reportedly perceived less discrimination and better treatment in the presence of their 

White male partner. For example, Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) 

reportedly experienced less frequent racial and gender microaggressions because she and 

her partner, Aaron “would go places together and guys tend to not harass women who are 

with male partners.” Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s) stated that his 

partner, Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s) shared when they travelled to Hong 

Kong, “she feels like she's treated better [than] normally cause she's traveling with me.” 

However, there appeared to be underlying stereotypes about racial preferences for 

Asian women preferring White male partners, and for White men preferring Asian female 

partner, as Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) described: 

I know my friends have this idea that I only like to date White men…I guess 

there's this sort of underlining assumption that Asian women prefer White men, at 

least in my circle of friends. I feel like that's always been imposed upon me, and I 

see how I am a stereotype here on the West Coast too, because there are a lot of 

Asian women here with White men. It's like the primary interracial couple, and I 

think nationwide as well. 

Leonard shared “one of the big stereotypes” for Asian women to be in a relationship with 

a White man was being considered as “someone who's seeking a green card or someone 

who is seeking a financial gain.” There was also “stigma with White males going after 

Asian girls,” as mentioned in Sam’s interview. 
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A few White male partners shared that, despite the occasional discomfort for 

engaging in their Asian partner’s cultural practices, they perceived overall appreciation 

from the public for their efforts. For example, Addison (White/English/German man in 

his early 30s, partner to Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s), mentioned: 

Every once in a while, it's a little awkward if there's no other White people and we 

go to a Buddhist temple for Lunar New Year or something, but it's never really 

bothered me too much. I overall think people will appreciate that I am willing to 

take part in it and experience it and won’t judge me too harshly. I don't think 

anybody's ever given me a hard time. Everybody's always seemed happy that I 

was willing to have fun. Even for our wedding, we had like a Western ceremony, 

like the White dress and walking down the aisle and then we had the Vietnamese 

tea ceremony…where we wore the traditional Ao Dais and did the point of the tea 

and presenting gifts and stuff like that. And then, you know, half of the family 

was Vietnamese, and half the family was my White family from the Midwest. But 

I think everybody really enjoyed both parts 

These narratives appeared rather different from Suzy’s perceived experiences as a White 

woman in a relationship with an Asian man. 

Spillover and crossover of perceived racism. Most couples acknowledged that 

stress, especially stress originating from experiences with racism, negatively impacted 

their individual and relationship well-being. Emerging themes pointed out that racism 

appeared to have more direct effects on their individual, rather than relationship, well-

being. S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) stated, “I do believe that any 

time somebody feels they are being treated unfairly, there’s cognitive dissonance, there’s 
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always going to be angst and stress built up…I don’t know if it affects the way that I feel 

about her (Lizzy) as much.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) shared: 

If I experience depression based on some racism that appears within wider 

society…I might discuss it with my partner, offhandedly, about why my mood is 

so low, it's not gonna be a major part of it… I don't feel like, at least within our 

own relationship, there's a big correlation.  

Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) also mentioned that 

“it (racism) doesn’t affect our relationship or like our well-being for the most part, or 

pretty much at all.” 

Despite this, several partners acknowledged the ways in which perceived racism 

and its impact could cross over from the Asian partner to affect the White partner’s 

emotional reactions. Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) shared his perspectives: 

I could see the racism affects my mental health, but it's my mental health that is 

affecting my partner, cause…it might be harder for the White partner, for 

instance, Audrey, to really feel the same negative effect of that, since she's not the 

target of the racism. So her mental health might be affected cause my mental 

health is affected... if I get angry, and then I'm more likely to be irritable, [and] 

that would then affect her mental health.  

Similarly, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) described this crossover process 

such that “if you're feeling oppressed, that could definitely carry over into emotional, 

right? You might come into your house, angry, upset, and, you might start a fight with 

your partner over what seems to be nothing, that seems to be trivial,” which was also 

congruent with Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s)’s descriptions in her interview. 
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Indeed, from White partners’ lens, Suzy shared that “when he (Sam) experiences racism, 

that definitely bothers me, that definitely adds to my general stress” whereas Aaron 

(English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) shared similar perspectives: 

I feel sad that it (racism) happens to her (Marie)…It would be on my mind all the 

time and I would feel terrible…And experiencing a lot of subtle racism makes 

people unhappy and then that translates into them feeling less happy with their 

partner even if their partner is understanding on that specific issue. 

Not only did White partners reported feeling distressed because their Asian partner 

experienced racism, but some White partners, like Leonard (White/American/Jewish man 

in his mid-30s), shared feeling “ashamed or embarrassed” about that “the narrative that 

[he has] created” such that “America is a diverse country [and] people are open 

minded…[which] is not always true” as his partner, Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-

30s) perceived racism after moving to the United States to be with him. 

Further, many partners discussed their perceptions on how subtle racism, more so 

than blatant racism, eroded their individual and relationship well-being. For example, 

Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) emphasized:  

The distinction between subtle and blatant [racism is that], you know, subtle 

almost implies that it's not as bad as blatant, but I think it's just as bad…It's almost 

worse that they're not just going out and saying it…so I don't have to sit in this 

fence where I'm really unsure of where you stand…I'd rather you just get out of 

the way so I can move on, than you just sitting in the back door this whole time 

and it's just like, I don't know if I'm going to get stabbed or shouted at this point, 

like, it’s a really weird limbo when it comes to subtle racism. 
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S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) shared similar narratives: 

I think that subtle racism definitely has more impact on my life than blatant 

racism. Like [for] blatant racism, it’s something that you can see and puts a face 

to it…you can just confront the person, but subtle racism is kind of like built into 

the fabric of our society and culture…[which] definitely is something that exists 

more within us and our human psyche and that involves like combating feelings 

within ourselves, feelings within our friends and family, and I think that people 

are even kind of afraid to acknowledge and it’s like super, super hard to combat 

when it’s so pervasive. Um, it’s like an uneasy truth that people don’t want to 

really accept it, because then that becomes something that they have to deal with. 

S.C.H.’s partner, Lizzy (White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) concurred that “the 

subtle things definitely eat at people more, cause when you’re just blasted in the face with 

something, you can band together, and then just leave. But when it eats at you over time, 

you think more about it often.” Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her 

early 30s) also shared these perspectives - “basically the microaggressions wear on you 

until everything sucks.” Similarly, Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) considered: 

The subtle racism impacts will color more…When someone is blatantly racist and 

they're very “in your face” about it…I think psychologically that might be easier 

to handle because it's easier to write that person off...However, it's those 

microaggressions from maybe people that you trust or people that you like…and 

then to find out that they might hold some of these low-level racist beliefs…and 

just experiencing these microaggressions daily, just wears you down over time. 

So I almost feel like the subtle racism would be more psychologically distressing.  
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Comparisons between narratives from Asian and White partners showed unique 

subthemes depending on the partner’s race. Specifically, many partners believed that 

perceived racism might have impacted Asian partners more negatively than White 

partners. To this end, Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) stated, “I would guess 

that they (White partners) are not as aware that there are significant aspects of their 

partner's experience individually, and the relationship that they're not aware of being 

connected to the prejudices that they've experienced,” which was consistent with what 

Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) posited, “White partners are often not aware 

[of] the level in which their Asian partner experience racism.” Regarding the emotional 

impact of racism, Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) believed: 

Of course it (racism) would primarily affect the person experiencing it...it 

probably hurts him (Justin) a little more…I mean, it hurts me cause I care about 

him, but I'm sure…Feeling that for him is different than him feeling it. I'm sure 

that that is a different experience for both of us. You probably found a similar 

trend in the partners, but to a much lower extent. 

Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) emphasized the effects of 

racism for his partner, Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s), in their 

relationship, “I think it does cause Marie especially stress individually….and any kind of 

stress does get brought into the relationship. I think that’s, uh, normal.” Similarly, River 

(White woman in her mid-20s) stated: 

I think it (racism) probably affects him (Malcom) more and he does notice it 

more. I know that for a fact. I think it's because he almost always is looking out 

for it because he knows it's going to happen. And I think he deep down still gets 
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really angry, versus me, I just kind of let it roll off my back. I think that it's not 

worth my time to worry about what other people think about him and I. 

Indeed, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) shared that “I've been trying to 

cope, to figure out how to cope with that (racism), and it's been very depressing.” 

 Although some partners believed that perceived racism might affect the 

interactions with their partner, others did not. In fact, partners reportedly perceived 

greater intimacy and closeness with each other as well as increased relationship strengths 

if the White partner was understanding and empathetic toward the Asian partner’s 

experiences of and reactions to racism. For example, Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/ 

Jewish man in his mid-30s) described that his discussions with Marie (Japanese 

American woman in her mid-30s) about her experiences of perceived racism were: 

Probably good for a relationship…overall it probably ends up making us feel 

closer. I mean she knows that I don’t agree with what those people are doing. I 

think she feels safe telling me about it…I think the stress has seemed manageable 

and overall, probably had a positive impact on our intimacy, I guess. 

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) also mentioned that “people in [a] 

committed relationship are able to step back after their emotions, and say, “sorry…I was 

upset about what happened at work or school.” And they could talk about it…that could 

work to even strengthen their existing relationship,” whereas Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/ 

Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) concurred, “between her and me…this kind of 

stuff strengthen our relationship.” 

As couples discussed the emotional impact of racism targeted at either the Asian 

partner or their interracial relationship, unique subthemes emerged for Asian male-White 
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female and Asian female-White male relationships, respectively. Specifically, a few 

partners in an Asian male-White female relationship talked about proactively choosing to 

keep an emotional distance from perceived racism so that they did not let experiences of 

racism negatively affect their perceptions of the relationship. For instance, S.C.H. 

(Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) mentioned, “we’ve talked about them 

(experiences with racism). They don’t really affect us that much. They don’t destroy our 

mood or anything…At the end of the day, we’re happy. That’s what matters.” S.C.H.’s 

partner, Lizzy (White/German/Irish woman in her early 20s) also shared: 

Nothing they say can affect what we’re going through…I try to keep all the 

bad…everything that happens to me in those situations away from him because I 

don’t want that to at all affect how we are…He always just moves on, let things 

roll…and then never turns back and that’s what I notice a lot with him. And so…I 

[do] not want it to affect him, but I know that if it were me in that situation it 

would affect me... I just have to [acknowledge] it’s gonna happen, as much as I 

wish it didn’t, or wouldn’t, it’s part of it and how we’re gonna have to live. 

River (White woman in her mid-20s) described similar efforts to mitigate the emotional 

impact of perceived racism in her partner, Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese 

man in his late-20s), and in herself: 

It doesn't affect [Malcolm] as much anymore. At the beginning he would get 

really bothered by it and be like, “I want to go approach them. I want to find out 

what their problem is.” But now he just kinda let it go, and I kind of make a joke 

out of it, to be honest, because I think it's just silly. So, I still kind of try not to let 

it bother me. I try not to worry about what other people are thinking. 
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For couples wherein an Asian female was with a While male partner, a few 

partners’ disclosures implied an emotional desensitization process that occurred 

seemingly naturally; specifically, the emotional impact of perceived racism became less 

severe over time and to the extent that racism became expected. Thanh (Vietnamese 

woman in her early 30s) described perceived racism as “just a part of life, like, sh*t 

happens.” Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s), partner to Marie 

(Japanese American woman in her mid-30s), also mentioned: 

I felt a lot more shocked and empathetic the first few times I heard about stuff like 

this (racism toward Marie) and…I’m certainly less shocked and I hope I am not 

less empathetic but…you know I think being really shocked by something does 

make you more emotionally vulnerable. So, uh, it makes sense that I…project less 

emotional vulnerability when talking it now than I did when I first started hearing 

about it. 

Of note, both Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) and Penny (Chinese woman in 

her mid-30s) mentioned that if racism occurred in a romantic relationship context, such as 

perpetuated by their White male partner, it would impact the Asian partner negatively, 

though they denied having such experiences in their relationships in the past. 

Critical consciousness as an awareness. Overall partners talked frequently in the 

interviews about their critical consciousness in the forms of awareness of and reflections 

upon discrimination, oppression, privilege, and injustice in society. One of the common 

subthemes pertained to an awareness of historical and contemporary racism. For 

example, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) spoke about her knowledge 

of historical events including “the Philippines that dates all the way back with the 
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Spanish inquisitions, Pearl Harbor, Japan invading the Philippines, the internment camps 

in American, [and] sometimes in the news, like the guy who got dragged off the United 

Airlines flight” whereas her partner, Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) also 

shared his awareness of “the internment camps, World War II, historically tons of overt 

discrimination against Asian people in the country…and then contemporarily…plenty of 

discrimination against Asians.” Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-

30s) stated that “the Japanese internment is the first thing that comes to mind…There’s 

Mark Wahlberg that stands out as a celebrity incident…general attitudes about Asian 

people during Vietnam that have persisted…[and] tons of stereotypes around 

Chinatown[s] and cities and stuff like that.” Participants’ reflections were not solely 

based on the oppressions members in the Asian community faced, however, were also 

grounded in the context of historical oppressions toward other racial minority groups. 

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) stated: 

For example, just the way that black people were financially disenfranchised out 

the post-slavery era was just mind-boggling to me. And it's also mind-boggling to 

me that that's not taught at all in US history…and even though we tried to reverse 

some of that in the 1960s with the civil rights movement…we might have 

changed the laws a little bit, but racial inequality is still a huge issue, the prison 

industrial complex, and that's all rooted in that post-slavery era….[and] more so is 

the way that people don't think that history affects where we are right now.  

Drawing upon knowledge of history, a few partners, like Charlie (Filipino-Chinese 

woman in her mid-30s), highlighted that racism has been and continues to be an inherent 

part of the societal structure - “to ask for a racism-free world is, I think, impossible. I 
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think we are going to encounter brutality, racism, stereotypes, and things, and it’s just 

something that we are gonna have to work on.” Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) 

shared similar perspectives: 

There are these systems that were built on top of laws and things that happened in 

history…Because we can't really rectify that within ourselves, we can't reconcile 

that as a country for some reason…we still have these structural things that are 

happening, like segregated neighborhoods and everything like that. And so I 

think…that's why structural racism is so much harder to “catch” than the 

interpersonal things, because there's not necessarily one single person you can 

point your finger at and blame; we've kind of all contributed to this in some way. 

Consistent across multiple interviews, partners discussed how having exposure to 

racism and other social disparities in formal education, different community or national 

contexts, and their romantic relationship, enhanced their awareness. To this end, Aaron 

(English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s, in a relationship with Marie, 

Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) shared: 

I learned about the internment camps in school at some point. But I learned a lot 

more about them after Marie and I got together…And the others I read about 

probably online…I think living in cities was the biggest thing for me where I 

would be friends with people and I would all of the sudden realize that things 

were very different for them. It was the gradual series of meeting people and 

hearing their stories.  

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) described her experience growing up in a rural 

community: 
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I was having a difficult time and I was often ostracized and bullied because a lot 

of my political opinions were different than those people around me. I really can't 

imagine someone without that privilege and different identity living in that 

culture. 

Audrey’s partner, Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s), shared his growths of 

awareness because of Audrey: 

Audrey cares a lot about rural and first-generation students, low income students, 

[and] that her emphasis is more on access to education and mental health, whereas 

I'm focused more on sexual and racial minorities. So in a way, our interests are 

kind of different, but we're learning from each other because of our different 

interests. 

Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) spoke about her awareness of 

disparities for the marginalized and overlooked populations (i.e., older people): 

Overall people tend to forget about the more vulnerable people in the community 

cause we can all…celebrate what's good….But there's a lot of people who don't 

have as much of a voice…like older people, because of…not having 

much…literacy in general like English and stuff, but also navigating, um, Western 

culture, which I find really sad. 

Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) spoke about the “very, very stark 

differences based on locality and even income bracket…I've seen lots of racism and 

discrimination against sexual orientation growing up…it was probably an everyday 

occurrence, pretty much nobody dared come out of the closet if they were gay.” Notably, 



 

88 

others, like S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) mentioned that their 

observations of disparities in the United States occurred in other countries as well: 

I actually believe that American society is one of the most inclusive, cause I’ve 

been to other countries and a lot of them can kind of be hypocritical…They’ll 

criticize the US for the way that we treat certain people, but then they treat other 

people way worse. Like for example in Turkey, when I was deployed there, they 

criticized the US for our treatment of Muslim Americans while at the same time, 

they have their people literally slaughtering the Kurdish ethnic population there 

and they’re super anti-Semitic so, honestly America does pretty well, not as well 

as…countries like Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Great Britain; those countries 

tend to do better but, even ones like France - nope. 

Several participants cited the “wake-up moments” they or their partner had that 

“hit close to home” and helped them become more aware of the disparities in society. 

Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) described:  

The news always seem like they (racists) were in Detroit, or in Baltimore city, 

like in some hoodlums anyway. My biases, my stereotypes, [were that] they were 

doing something they shouldn’t have. And to have another fellow doctor tell me 

like “I have the same problem.” I was like “Oh!” The same problem can be in a 

different setting…in a nice neighborhood…so it really brought it closer to home; 

so I think I am more sensitive to it. 

Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) reported a similar encounter: 

I remember in particular was a black guy telling me that he would never wear 

sweat pants to the gym because people assume you’re a criminal if you’re black 
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and wearing sweat pants, like you have to dress nicely just to go out in public and 

not be treated with suspicion and fear, which is like, so different from how I have 

to live my life. 

Aaron’s partner, Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s), shared another 

“wake-up moment” for Aaron that occurred before they moved to the Northwest: 

I think my husband (Aaron) did have kind of a wake-up moment where he was 

out with her (their daughter)…this was on the East Coast…she was like a baby, so 

he was just out carrying her around in the carrier, and he got some comments 

from people about…whether or not she was Chinese, I guess. There's just a very 

intrusive and random question but a clueless person. But he was just like, oh, 

wow, like my daughter is not White, like she's going to be treated differently. 

Similarly, Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) shared “awakening” experiences with 

those of diverse background: 

That kind of awakening really happened until I went to a summer 

program…where they bring in rising seniors from all over the country…so kind 

of connecting with students from other backgrounds…other races…students 

whose experiences were vastly different than mine. I think that that kind of 

opened my eyes to a lot of the things that were around me, and a lot of things that 

people were saying, and that was kind of the big moment for me. 

Comparisons between Asian and White partners’ narratives on their development 

of critical consciousness showed unique subthemes depending on partner race. Many 

Asian partners shared the process they each went through to explore, and for some, 

eventually embraced their ethnic and cultural identity. A few Asian partners spoke about 
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the challenges they faced navigating a “bicultural identity” between the Asian and 

American cultural values and practices, especially for those who were raised to assimilate 

to the American culture. Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) stated: 

I do feel ambiguous inside, because I was raised to be White, I was raised to 

speak proper English, or at least American standard slangs and colloquial English, 

but I also have this expectation, like I wouldn’t want to even go to my home 

country, my parents’ home country by myself, because it’s embarrassing almost, 

that I don’t speak the language. 

Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s)’s partner, Audrey perceived: 

He (Justin) had this kind of like rejection of his culture when he was younger, 

which I have learned since is very common among Asian Americans. He talked 

about how he wasn't really interested in learning Chinese even though it was 

offered at his high school…and he wasn't super interested in Taiwanese 

traditions…he said that he never really had an interest in it until he became an 

adult, and then after he became an adult…he was really upset with himself for 

being like that…he wanted to connect more with his culture and he wanted to be a 

bigger part of that, and he wished he'd had learned Chinese and things like that. 

Whereas Justin discussed ways that he had visited family in Taiwan that had helped him 

to “feel very strongly connected with my cultural and ethnic background [now, and ] I 

feel connected to the United States as an American and also as an Asian American.” 

Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) mentioned her awareness of Asian 

individuals’ struggles with bicultural identity: 
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A lot of [Asians] struggle with their own identity. A lot that I've met who grew up 

in predominantly White areas, White conservative areas…struggle tremendously 

with being able to accept that they're Asian, that they have an Asian background, 

and that they have a rich culture, and it's very shameful for them to be Asian. 

Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) also described: 

I had to deal with growing up between two cultures, you know, Filipino and then 

American…I felt like there was this decision, this tipping point where I had to 

choose whether am I going to be Filipino or am I going to be American? I have to, 

I have to really prove that I was Filipino to other Filipinos and I had to prove I 

was American to Americans and it was just stressful growing up and I'd really, I 

was really tearing with the whole thing when I was a teenager. Um, but you know, 

like I, I grew up, I matured and I've come to accept that, you know, um, such a 

concept as Filipino American and I could accept both sides of me and, um, I'm 

really comfortable with that now. 

The exploration of identity provided Asian individuals opportunities to explore their 

historical, cultural background, and associated systemic advantages and disadvantages. 

Of note, a few Asian partners also discussed the privileges they perceived, such as 

Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) and Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-

20s), as Justin shared “I've been very privileged to come from…a family who has a 

higher [socioeconomic status], who has the means to pay for my college.” And Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) described her privilege: 

Being an Asian American woman [makes it] way easier for me to find a job, in 

my field in particular, [due to] a shortage of Vietnamese speaking therapists. I'm 



 

92 

sure it helped me get into my graduate program and it helped me get a lot of 

scholarships, because I speak a second language that was needed. 

Perceptions of racism not only enhanced critical consciousness, but also appeared 

to increase Asians’ sensitivity to perceive future encounters of racism and other 

disparities in society. For example, Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s) described, 

“because you are more aware of that (racism), you will be more sensitive towards things 

like that.” Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) shared: 

I watch a lot of documentaries and YouTube videos about people's experiences…I 

think it's tragic to live in a world and not understand the actual reality…and 

maybe it's because it's so grim still, that people don't want to understand, because 

what's the benefit of understanding something that is so hard to change?...If you 

don't have the words or even the concept to understand race and how racism 

works, you're not going to be able to identify it and you're not going to be able to 

notice that like, “Hey, that was racism” or “That was discrimination.” 

This perception was congruent with Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s)’s such that 

“someone who doesn't think this (racism) is happening, they wouldn't be reporting it 

(racism) as much.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) concurred that 

having higher critical awareness may be related to “feeling very powerless...since it's 

such a greater, overall world issue as opposed to anything smaller…it's obviously a lot 

more difficult to fix. I feel like being more knowledgeable of that in general definitely 

lead to more depression and stress.” In this regard, multiple participants, including Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s), her partner, Addison (White/English/German man 

in his early 30s), and Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s), considered 
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that Asian partners would have an overall greater awareness of racism than White 

partners, and as Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) posited, “partners that have 

heightened critical consciousness would probably feel higher levels of distress than the 

ones who don't.” These narratives pointed out that Asian partners who were more aware 

of racism might be more susceptible to experiencing distress as they perceived racism 

more frequently. 

Specific to White partners, many acknowledged an awareness of their privileges. 

In their interviews, Audrey described her privileges as “someone straight, White, 

cisgendered, [and] educated” whereas Tyler described his privileges of being “a white 

guy, and…pretty high SES,” respectively. Further, Tyler added: 

On the bad side of things is that…I can afford to be dispassionate in the sense that 

I have a comfortable distance. So for me, these issues are not usually key issues to 

my sense of well-being, like they are for many other people…I can afford for it to 

be more of a thought exercise as opposed to like, “oh, right…my wellbeing is in 

some way at stake here.” 

This was similar to what Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) shared, 

“I'm White and privileged and I have the pleasure of, or the luxury of not having to think 

about it as much.” Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) also shared:  

Just being very aware of my privileged identity as a White person…you have to 

listen to him (Justin), you have to support, and you have to shut up and be quiet 

and let him talk because this is his thing, and you have the privileged identity in 

this instance…I hope that kind of attitude has affected the relationship positively. 
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Along these lines, Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) compared 

stereotypes against people of different racial background and pointed out that those 

stereotypes against White individuals were “benign” in comparison to “huge stereotypes 

around Black people in America or people who are Hispanic…Every subcategory of 

minority has its own stereotypes that are really bad. White people have lots of stereotypes 

too, but they are generally very benign like we like sandwiches.” 

White partners also shared their awareness of the intergenerational and 

sociocultural transmission of racism, specifically that there were notable influences from 

older generations and sociocultural beliefs that got passed down to the younger 

generation and affected the perpetuation of racism and other disparities. Addison (White/ 

English/German man in his early 30s who grew up in the Midwest) stated:  

They (racists) are like that because their mom and dad are like that, because their 

grandma and grandpas are like that. I saw that coming from the upper generation, 

years and years growing up. That's just how it was. It was just like, “you see a 

Black person, run away. You can't trust them. They're going to try to hurt you.” 

And when speaking about what the members of the community he grew up in thought of 

him, Addison perceived that “they think I'm brainwashed.” 

In addition, a few White partners shared how an appreciation of diversity 

facilitated their increased cultural and social awareness. Addison mentioned: 

I've been on my journey of increasing my mindedness over several years…I get to 

have lots of unique experiences that I wouldn't otherwise just because I'm so 

exposed to all these Asian traditions and Asian restaurants, and all our Asian 

friends who have like all these little things that are sometimes a little bit different 
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than what I would have been exposed to earlier. I got exposed to Asian karaoke 

bars and Asian restaurants and…going to Lunar New Year and all these things…I 

have lots of positive experiences…traveling to Southeast Asia and stuff with her 

(Thanh) cause she wants to go visit and see Vietnam and what’s part of her 

cultural background. That [was] super fun for me...Once I learned how much I 

liked it and…wow, other people are great, other cultures are great, other food is 

great… and I was like, oh, I want to try more…Once you learn that it's not scary 

and things are exciting…at that point I started seeking it out. 

Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-30s) also shared “where we live here 

[on the West Coast], there's a fairly large Chinese population…and on top of that, there's 

a quite a large Vietnamese population or Hmong population. So, I would say for most 

people, there's a greater awareness of those cultures.” And Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/ 

Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) talked about how his partner, River “is already 

waist deep in terms of the Filipino culture…she strives to learn more, so she goes out of 

her way to find these things and then show them to me because, she's like, “well, I think 

you'd appreciate it.”” 

Comparisons between interviews with Asian male-White female and Asian 

female-White male couples also revealed interesting, salient subthemes for each 

relationship racial combination. On one hand, for Asian male-White female couples, both 

Asian and White partners acknowledged the intersecting privileges and oppressions 

within their romantic relationship context. For example, Asian male partners, while being 

marginalized for their racial background, may espouse male privilege, whereas White 

female partners might have White privilege, but they may face challenges due to their 
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gender identities, which was unique compared to Asian female-White male relationships. 

In this regard, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) elaborated his perspectives 

as an Asian man:  

When an Asian woman marries into wealthy White male family, you know, 

sometimes they're elevated and they kind of become accepted into whatever the 

White society is, you know, they become more American or whatever. That gives 

them more privilege, more status, more power…But I don't know if that would be 

true for my situation where you know White women are not always in a position 

of power, they're also suffering. I kind of want to protect her to avoid conflict, 

you know, be in a situation where we might suddenly find ourselves surrounded 

by hostile White males who might want to start trouble. 

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) also discussed how the nuanced privileges and 

oppressions she and her partner, Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) each held and 

experienced affected their relationship dynamics: 

I think power dynamics within the relationship in terms of our identities are very 

interesting because I am White, which is a privileged identity. But…because he 

(Justin)'s wealthier, he had some more opportunities than I had. He didn't 

understand why I was so passionate about access to higher education and he was 

just like, “well, if you just study really hard for the SAT or whatever, like you'll 

get into college, it's fine.” And I was like, “no, there are structural issues…like 

when you go to a school that's under-resourced and when your parents can't afford 

private tutoring, it's not just an option of studying as hard as you can, like you 
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actually are literally going to do worse on the test.” So I think that we both kind of 

had those conversations with each other. 

On the other hand, within Asian female-White male relationships, multiple Asian 

female partners reported having a sense of not being fully understood by their White 

partner, despite the White partner’s efforts to empathize, the challenges of which was at 

times acknowledged by the White partner as well. For example, Aaron (English/Irish/ 

Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) mentioned his perspectives as a White man, 

especially early on in his relationship with Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-

30s): 

I was still somewhat blind to the idea of subtle racism and microaggressions. So, 

you know, I had the attitude that maybe something is being misconstrued or 

you’re not understanding someone or something, but…I didn’t try to attack her 

saying that those things happened, I tried to ask more questions about it and it 

quickly became pretty clear to me…that it is a very real thing, and everybody who 

knew us experiences it. 

Marie mentioned similar experiences from the perspectives of an Asian female partner: 

 I feel like initially he was a lot more clueless about it, especially before we had 

our daughter, it was maybe something that was more of a nebulous concept, like 

he had some problems understanding stuff like cultural appropriation…but since 

he doesn't really have the context for it being a White male…I still don't think he 

would…ever understand it completely…Sometimes it's frustrating that he doesn't 

really get it and I'm kind of envious that he has the luxury of not really 

understanding the problem, but also like that's not really his fault. He is not at all 
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like dismissive of my concerns…he's always been very supportive and 

empathizes…and he felt bad when I'm upset like that. 

Similar to Marie, Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) also shared that she and 

her partner, Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s): 

[We] talked a lot about race and things like that, but to some degree, I don't think 

he really understands…I don't know if people make comments about how he's 

dating an Asian woman, I'm sure they have, but it doesn't seem to bother him as 

much as it does me. 

Penny (Chinese woman in her mid-30s) also mentioned: 

I really wish that he (Leonard) could understand what I really believe in and, you 

know, try to accept it, but for me, I feel like he kind of still feel reluctant…to try 

to accept it. I feel like if Leonard will be able to truly want to accept my culture 

instead of saying it and just compromising, that would actually help as well. 

Critical consciousness in actions. Another important broad theme related to 

critical consciousness emerged, which was how partners discussed their engagements and 

desires to engage in actions that address the discrimination, oppressions, and injustice 

they experienced and acknowledged at interpersonal, relational, and systemic levels. One 

salient subtheme across almost all partners was that critical consciousness played an 

important role in helping couples enhance their communication, particularly allowing 

them to have more frequent discussions on racism-related issues with each other. Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) pointed out that “[for] Asians who are more aware 

and experience more racism, they may be more likely to communicate with their White 

partner.” Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) also talked about this such that “if the 
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Asian partner is more aware of this (racism), perhaps they share that more frequently 

with their White partner.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) mentioned 

“there's probably better and more communication between critically aware White partners 

with their Asian partners about…the racism…especially like blatant racism that the Asian 

partner might experience” whereas Leonard (White/American/Jewish man in his mid-

30s) stated that “if you have partners who are mutually aware of the situation, you also 

find that they tend to be more supportive of each other.” Sam (Korean American man in 

his early 30s) agreed such that “if she (Suzy) was completely oblivious to things…that 

would affect me probably negatively…because my partner is incapable of relating to me 

or empathizing…But because she's aware, we're able to talk about it, support each other 

and be [a] strong unit.” Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 

30s) shared similar perspectives as her partner, Sam: 

If they come home and they're like, “wow, this really awful thing happened to me 

at work. It was really racist.” And then your partner is like, “yeah, I totally hear 

you, that's terrible.” And if they can have a conversation about it, then I can see 

how that would, not necessarily make them less affected, but allow them to sort of 

process the experience. 

S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) concurred that “now that [Lizzy’s] 

eyes are open to [racism]…that way she can better see things from my perspective, which 

I think is important in a relationship that we learn to see things from each other’s 

perspectives.” Similarly, Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) stated, “I 

think sharing viewpoints with somebody is something that like helps you bond…Also 

just feel comfortable with each other and she doesn't have to worry about if I feel away or 
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it's a difference.” These experiences not only applied to the romantic relationship, but 

also to other interpersonal relationships, like how Sam (Korean American man in his 

early 30s) described his partner, Suzy, “seems more empathetic and open-minded and 

willing to engage in different sorts of relationship with other people.” It was clear that the 

empathy and empowerment Asian partners felt from their White partner helped Asian 

partners cope with the experiences with racism they perceived, as Tyler (White/Jewish 

man in his early 30s) pointed out: 

White partner may be more aware of the issues [with racism], [which] perhaps 

lends to better empathy [for] their Asian partner, Asian partner then feels more 

heard and understood when they're going through these things, and that can help 

to moderate some of the psychological distress. 

“If [White partners] are not critically aware and they refuse to be critically aware, or don't 

really think that it's a priority or very important,” Marie (Japanese American woman in 

her mid-30s) stated, “then chances are there's a lot more that is wrong with the 

relationship because if they don't care about something that is really important to the 

other partner, it'll definitely affect the satisfaction of the relationship.” On the other hand, 

White partners might experience greater distress because of the empathy they felt for 

their Asian partner. Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) pointed out that 

White partners might feel “more outrageous that these things are happening…They see 

how it relates to bigger systems. Then the White partner feels more distressed 

because…they don't know what to do, they're not sure how to relate, or they feel hopeless 

against it all.”  
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Enhanced communication and empathy provided an encouraging context for 

couples to learn more about critical issues related to inequity. These contexts then in turn 

fostered shared knowledge and empowered partners to engage in further discussions and 

actions to promote change. Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her 

early 30s) described her shared experiences with Sam (Korean American man in his early 

30s): 

We've watched Asian American history…documentary about the riots in LA. I try 

to keep up on Asian-American news and stuff going on…[like] the affirmative 

action discussion all the time…Something we bond about is that we both see a lot 

of injustice that worries us. I would say that once I started dating Sam, I came to 

the city more, and I saw more kinds of people, or spending more time in his 

neighborhood…Our church also serves as the Korean senior center and has a lot 

of services for poor, older Korean immigrants…You do start to see more 

underneath the model minority myth, there's a lot of really poor Asian 

immigrants. 

Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) shared that “I've become a lot more attuned to 

issues in the Asian American community specifically because…he (Justin) opened my 

eyes to a lot of those things,” whereas Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) shared 

similar appreciation of his growths from being in a relationship with Audrey (White 

woman in her mid-20s) such that “appreciating differences and trying to learn from each 

other…is a big strength in us being an interracial and inter-class couple…If we were the 

same kind of background, we wouldn't [chuckles] be growing with each other and 

learning to be empathetic.” Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/ Japanese man in his late-
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20s) also described how “all the diversity” he and River (White woman in her mid-20s) 

faced empowered both of them: 

[You] just have to bond through that because when you go through a bad 

experience, either you let that weaken yourself or you learn from it and get 

stronger from it. So anytime we face it, we deal with it together, we talk about it, 

hash it out, and we just get stronger for it…We don't give the person giving us 

trouble the credit, we don't let them ruin our day anymore…I think it has made 

me feel more strongly about what we're dealing with and what we have to change 

as a society to get better. 

Related to how one partner empowered the other, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in 

her mid-30s) talked about using Tyler’s “White male privilege and get us a better 

something,” whereas Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) stated both 

the relationship and the sociocultural environment empowered him and Thanh 

(Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) to engage in more frequent social actions: 

We both participate in that stuff (advocacy) more often than we did. I don't know 

to what extent Thanh was involved with it prior to being together. But I definitely 

do more now…I don't know if there was like a turning point, like when I started 

dating her and especially moving to the West Coast four years ago. It just more of 

that stuff going on and more people interested in it. I think my environment has 

really changed it more than explicitly my relationship with Thanh. 

Both Asian and White partners discussed ways they embarked on careers or 

navigated their career trajectory to instigate and advocate for change for the better. Tyler 

(White/Jewish man in his early 30s) shared his original career goal was “to be a political 
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science professor…but as I went into that and in psychology, I just became more aware 

of the literature…[Now] in my clinical supervision and my teaching, I try to make 

students aware of these issues.” His partner, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-

30s) shared her perspectives on providing quality care to everybody in a male-dominant 

field to promote social change: 

With being a doctor and my brother having special needs, I always wanted to give 

everybody the same care. So I make sure I touch everybody, I just try to give the 

same standard care to everybody, so that’s my way of breaking down, so like if 

you don’t speak English, and I have to use the translator phone…I will do my best 

to get to this. I think that I have more impact just doing things in my field because 

I do have an impactful field. I am just gonna do what I can being a woman in my 

field that’s male predominant. 

Justin (Taiwanese man in his late-20s) shared for him that “doing research is a way of 

affecting change…I like to think that it is helpful on some level…someone's reading it 

and it's informing someone's practices or policies down the line,” and his partner, Audrey 

(White woman in her mid-20s) shared her journey of returning to a rural community to be 

a college advisor that helped “place recent college graduates in underserved high schools 

across the country” because “I need to go back to a rural area cause there's still issues and 

I still care about people there even though they are awful [chuckling while tearing up]…I 

thought it would be really fulfilling...So that's what I'm doing.” 

Further, many Asian and White partners disclosed that at some point in their life, 

they engaged in community-based advocacy, activism, and volunteer work to support the 

causes they valued. Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) shared: 
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I participated in some protests when Trayvon Martin was shot in New York. I was 

definitely a part of a couple of protests and efforts. My partner was a part of the 

occupy movement back in the day, but ever since being more of a part of the 

workforce, he hasn't been as much. I try to give back as much as I can…There's a 

lot of opportunities for volunteering…like the greater Japanese American 

community that I've been wanting to start…I've just been trying to look for more 

resources that I can hit up once we are in a more stable state. 

Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) shared that “when Freddie Gray 

happened, I just went into Baltimore…tried to help the neighborhoods, more community-

based individual stuff. I wasn’t like rioting, putting up posters or anything, I just went to 

the neighborhoods, helped cleaning up, to show support.” Relatedly, Justin (Taiwanese 

man in his late-20s) “volunteered at some organizations, like one of my friends works for 

an Asian American Pacific Islander advocacy group…you know, help them out with 

some of their events, especially like mental health awareness in the Asian American 

community.” And Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s) disclosed how she 

“spend[s] time where I am the most useful” by “volunteer[ing] with the Vietnamese 

youth association and tutor immigrant Vietnamese kids who just move into the city and 

don't have fully grasped English, so they have to have somebody who speaks Vietnamese 

help them with homework,” whereas her partner, Addison (White/English/German man 

in his early 30s) shared his participation “in some marches and charity events here on the 

West Coast… once every couple months…but it's like preaching to the choir type 

stuff…I think those are events are good, especially if they're raising money. It helps 

spread awareness.” Notably, multiple partners discussed how they had actively involved 
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in activism early in their life and became more disengaged recently because of familial 

and sociopolitical influences as well as a lack of hope. For example, S.C.H. disclosed his 

engagement in activism when he was 16 years old: 

I started my own “Occupy Wall Street” protest…for my hometown…like I made 

a Facebook for it, and then had a meeting, and it like grew big…and I ended up 

on the news…I’ve always seen like income inequality and disparity as being a big 

issue in America. I just felt like it was my time to do something and so I just did 

it…And my dad caught wind of that…[and] he was pissed [emphasize tone]. So, 

it was probably the last time I did any sort of activism…[And] in the military, you 

can’t really be politically active…your views can’t be seen as the military’s views 

because the military’s supposed to be apolitical. 

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) shared his advocacy efforts in high school 

and a sense of hopelessness currently: 

I was very active during high school, I was very shy, but I really believed in a lot, 

I care a lot about things…I volunteered for a Korean nonprofit…we tried to help 

all Asians. We were one of the few who really petitioned our local, regional 

politicians for the Dream Act. It never got passed, but at least the Obama 

administration did pass a temporary executive order, so that was good. It 

enlightened me, helped me really engage, be more educated and aware of what 

was going on in many different communities in America. It was the early 2000, I 

think the energy in America then was more progressive, people felt that it was 

about America and we should unite, and there were a lot of hope at that time and 

we want to make a difference. And I enjoy being part of that and the other civil 
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rights group as well because we work together…nowadays I'm very 

disillusioned…I wouldn't even know how to make a difference…People are just 

so set in their ways, they're so focused on division, hate rather than hope. 

Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) disclosed similar prior engagements and 

current sentiments about advocacy: 

I volunteered before for political campaigns…I realized that…other people have 

different viewpoints than me politically, not just that they're ignorant and 

naive…they're not going to be persuaded…or [be saying] “[I] change my moral 

beliefs, my political beliefs, because Obama made some good points.” So, that 

kind of realization maybe tampered my passion a bit. 

Malcom shared his experiences with advocacy during the 2016 election and beyond: 

I was making phone calls, I was spreading the good word to my friends and 

family and everybody, you know, sending emails like…we need you to contact 

this representative, this center, tell them why they should support us or support 

what we're doing…and I donated money to the campaign...I was like more 

involved than I ever was. And I feel kind of burdened from the whole situation 

because nobody got what they wanted in the end. I've just kind of pulled back 

from everything, cause I felt so burned…After the 2016 election, I'm pretty good 

with just sticking with the local stuff at the moment, cause with the local stuff it 

actually feels like I'm making a difference. You win some, you lose some. But 

when candidates get changed for someone better, because we voted for them, that 

feels really good…You don't really get a sense that your opinion or that you as a 



 

107 

citizen matter at all when it comes to the federal stuff. On the state stuff, and 

down to the county or the city, we have more of a say and we feel represented. 

Another notable common subtheme revealed couples’ intentions to apply their 

critical awareness to cultivate greater acceptance for mixed-race families in society, 

especially among couples who are raising mixed-race child/children together. Marie 

(Japanese American woman in her mid-30s, mother of a 4-year-old daughter with Aaron, 

English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) shared: 

Sometimes there's a question about whether your kids are really your kids or a lot 

of stuff that stems from ignorance that's not exactly malicious, but if those 

persists, that's kind of unfortunate. I feel like primarily because of my 

daughter…that has really made me mindful and empathetic because I have other 

family members [who] are mixed race too. I think about what they must have 

gone through growing up in more rural areas. I try to be more mindful as a 

monoracial person [about] some of the more unique experiences that mixed-race 

people can have…especially because we don't want [our daughter] to grow up in a 

world that is super misogynistic, which unfortunately still is…We're getting more 

media representation and my daughter is able to watch kids' shows and seeing 

herself being represented. We sort of talked about some of the challenges…I've 

shared articles and stuff with him (Aaron) about it and try to discuss it and 

hopefully once our daughter is a little bit older, we can start talking about the 

more nuanced viewpoints behind, um, multiracial identity. We haven't really 

talked about like actively being a part of more like mixed-race activism I guess, or 

just groups in general. I was thinking about connecting with…a multi-race…a 
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“hapa”…mixed-Asian organization in Vancouver...in Canada…since they have a 

couple of events and stuff through the year. And also, in general, since we live in 

a pretty mixed area, I guess talking to more people about it. 

Malcom (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/ Japanese man in his late-20s), father to a 6-month-

old daughter with River (White woman in her mid-20s), also mentioned: 

The biggest thing that's changed for us [is that] we have a baby daughter now and 

she's clearly mixed-race and we're just kind of hoping that when she grows up, 

she doesn't have to deal with the stuff like that I had to deal with growing up…she 

shouldn't have to have that difficulty, like where she feels like she has to choose.  

Relatedly, River described that her and Malcom’s efforts to foster their daughter’ identity 

and attend cultural events: 

[She] spends a lot of time at his family's house. I've actually asked them to teach 

her like Tagalog and everything cause I wanted [her] to be very aware of what her 

two different backgrounds are. I want to do research and find out exactly where 

my family is from so that we can give her some of that background…and then I 

want her to be just really grounded, knowing who she is and where she comes 

from and to incorporate both cultures very strongly…That's my biggest thing. 

And I do want her to go to the Philippines someday cause I want her to see it. And 

I do too…[We’ve attended] the Philippines Independence Day celebration. We've 

done that before she was born…I really love doing that. And then, since she's 

been born, we've done a Korean celebration. 

Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s in a relationship with 

Sam, a Korean American man in his early 30s) also spoke about cultivating more 
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acceptance toward interracial relationships through “making a positive light about the 

fact that we're a mixed relationship. We really love each other. I wish there was more 

representation for couples that looked like us, um, since we're one of the rare types.” 

Comparisons between Asian and White partners’ narratives highlighted important 

subthemes. As Asian partners discussed how racial issues have largely focused on Black 

and Hispanic individuals, many perceived Asian individuals’ experiences as being 

“placed on the backburner,” as S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) pointed 

out: 

I think that in the grand scheme of things, the Asian and Asian-American 

population will probably be one of the last to be included and not seen as 

outsiders, cause ever since America’s founding, there have been people with 

African descent, in the United States, uh and the same thing with like the Hispanic 

population…so both of those cultures are kind of normalized into American 

culture. And the Asian American influence has not really become normalized, so I 

definitely think that Asian Americans will kind of be the last ones to be 

normalized into it all. 

Similarly, Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) stated, “unfortunately Asian-

Americans are a blind spot, for most people, cause when we talk about race, we do talk 

about Black versus White. Now with conversations about immigration, like Latinx is 

more prevalent, but still not so much with Asians.” When speaking about different social 

justice movements, such as advocacy for gender neutral bathrooms, Black Lives Matter, 

and #Metoo movements, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her mid-30s) stated: 
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I was almost getting upset for Asian people because everybody is talking about 

something, but Asian people really don’t have a lot to talk about right now. Why 

it’s not taught as much, and why when things happen in our media, it just seems 

that the Asian voices [are] less vocal than Hispanic, Black groups, or even 

women, gay, transgender? So when the United (Airlines) thing happened, I was 

like should I go and riot? Should I say something? Should I post something on 

Facebook? I never post politics or anything controversial on Facebook. I am like 

“should I stir up some cr*p?” with people because I feel left out in America. 

Relatedly, a few Asian participants shared their perceptions and questions about 

the tendency in Asian cultures to “keeping heads down” in response to racism and other 

discriminatory actions. For example, in her interview, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman 

in her mid-30s) questioned that “is it culture; is it that because our stereotype is easier to 

fall into, like we don’t have a voice, what should I be vocal about? I don’t even know.” 

Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s) also highlighted the cultural influences: 

There's definitely a generation gap between, you know, people who grew up in 

Asia and they came to the US and people who grew up in the US…We have not 

just different values, but we speak two different language[s] that we're 

comfortable with. We don't understand…the same things and we don't address 

systemic racism the same way as well. You know…our past just ignored it, kept 

their heads down, you know, worked hard.  

Further, some Asian partners endorsed a sense that others who provided empathy 

and support for them, while appreciated, should not expect appreciation to “fight my 

battles,” which would be otherwise perceived as hypocritical allyship if the act of allyship 
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was for personal recognition, but not merely to show solidarity with the Asian 

community. Malcom (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/ Japanese man in his late-20s) described 

his responses to a friend who identified as an activist: 

“I don't need you to fight my battles cause you don't really know what it's like. 

You've never had someone yelled out racial slurs against you. You've never had 

to deal with that. So, while I appreciate you going out of your way, don’t expect 

gratitude from me, because you're not some hero. I don't need you to fight my 

battles.” It wasn't the fact that he did it. It was just the fact that he wanted my 

approval or something after he did it and I'm like, “no, I'm not going to give that 

to you. That's not mine to give. I don't speak for my whole race.” 

In addition, multiple Asian partners spoke about being a “teacher” in their 

relationship on racial issues in the Asian community, which was acknowledged by some 

White partners, too. For instance, Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) 

mentioned learning from his partner, Thanh (Vietnamese woman in her early 30s): 

Growing up in the Midwest, people called…Asian people now, “Oriental” 

people…and there was nobody there to be like, “oh, like we don't really use that 

term to refer to each other” just because there was no Asian people around. So 

everybody just says that…as soon as I came out to [the West Coast], I'd be like, 

“oh, let's go to an Oriental restaurant.” Thanh’s like, “what the h*ll are you 

[talking about]?” I'm like, “what?” And she's like, “nobody says that.” I was like, 

“I didn't, I was just unaware, educate me.” There's little weird things like that, but 

I've never certainly never explicitly done anything that I thought was racist and 

Thanh’s never told me she experienced any…conscious or unconscious racism. 
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And Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) described how 

her partner, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s), brought her attention to 

racism: 

I didn't really notice it as much in the past…Sam would bring my attention to it 

and I can be like “really? I didn't even notice anybody.” Now that I notice it a lot 

more…I don't get why people have to judge what my life is. You know what I 

mean? 

S.C.H. (Burmese/Thai/White man in his mid-20s) mentioned how he told his partner, 

Lizzy, his experiences with racism, which “opened her eyes to how other parts of the 

country are. I definitely think now she’s more aware of American culture as a whole, how 

racism fits into that.” Marie (Japanese American woman in her mid-30s) also shared, “I 

was the one doing a lot of teaching when it came to racial politics…racial understanding 

or…like racial studies and stuff. I feel like I explained racism, one-on-one type concepts 

to my husband. And I was largely the teacher.” Audrey (White woman in her mid-20s) 

also recognized that “I didn't know a lot of stuff before Justin told me and I totally get 

that, like my White privilege has afforded me some ignorance about a lot of things.” Not 

only in the relationship, Asian partners reportedly valued educating on racial issues via 

other platforms, as Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in his late-20s) 

shared that “the biggest thing I can do is just, you know, educate. If I see something, if I 

hear a comment, or I see something online, like Facebook, you kind of go…reinforce that 

whole concept.” Similarly, Penny shared when she saw discriminatory comments by an 

interviewer toward Chinese interviewees “who doesn't speak English at all,” she 

“comment on that person’s Facebook page and try to let him know that this is very 
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offensive and you were taking advantage of them (the interviewees)…They are 

vulnerable and this is a very wrong thing to do.” 

Subthemes emerged specific to White partners. White partners who appeared to 

be aware of the racism and challenges their Asian partner faced tended to stand up for 

their Asian partner in various ways. Malcolm (Filipino/Spanish/Chinese/Japanese man in 

his late-20s) described how his partner River stood up for him in the face of disapproval 

and criticism from her extended family: 

I know that stresses her out because she has [to] go out of her way to defend me to 

them. She shouldn't have to do that. That's extra…like when her grandmother was 

holding my daughter and she was looking at her, like, “she doesn't have your 

nose, does she?” River proudly said like, [and] she put a lot of emphasis, “no, she 

has her father's nose.” 

Tyler shared that in comparison to his partner, Charlie (Filipino-Chinese woman in her 

mid-30s)’s reactions, he was more likely to speak up: 

A distinctive trait of mine about my background, [and] my family in general 

is…if we feel like that there has been some injustice, we try to resolve it and then 

we asked to speak to management…I also think probably part of it is…[a] non-

particularly rational sense of righting the wrong, feel like… this is unfair and 

happened to her and I care about her, so this will make it better to do that…It's a 

combination of maybe I'll change the behavior for the future and it’s remedying 

some personal injustice done to her. 

Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) also described her 

desire to stand up for Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s), “I just don't want 
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those things to happen to him, you know? He's such a good guy [sad face]! Or to 

anybody, but you know, he's my favorite. Don’t be mean to him!” 

Comparisons between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male 

relationships showed differences in their actions to cope with discrimination and promote 

change. For Asian male-White female couples, they tended to apply more subtle ways of 

responding to discrimination, in part due to concerns about the intersecting 

marginalization both partners faced. A few couples discussed how they engaged in public 

display of affection when others showed disapproval or discrimination of their 

relationship. For example, Malcom stated: 

I thought I was the only one that would notice a racist family or couple in the 

IHOP or whatever restaurant we're in, looking at us from the other side of the 

room and she (River) notices it just as much as I do and sometimes even before I 

do. So if she sees it, she'll scoot in closer to me. She'll be more sweet on me 

[chuckles]. We'll hug more, we'll kiss more. She tries to be a lot more affectionate 

just to get a rise out of whoever it is. And so she kind of turns it into a game and 

basically we just do whatever we can to p*ss the other people off even more. 

Relatedly, Suzy (Polish/French Canadian/English/Irish woman in her early 30s) shared 

how her partner, Sam (Korean American man in his early 30s), encouraged her to tone 

down their display of affection and intent to advocate to protect their relationship: 

We used to be a really physically expressive couple in public, like obnoxiously 

cute and after the election, he doesn't wanna kiss in public anymore. We still hold 

hands and everything, but he's more careful about who sees us together…If it was 

up to me, I'd be like, “let's go out, and go march!” He doesn't think we should get 
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involved in any big movements or activism because that would potentially 

jeopardize our abilities to our careers or our livelihood. He's always about, yes, 

that's suffering for others and we care about it, but we also have to protect our 

unit. So I think he's definitely always trying to protect me. 

Moreover, because of the intersecting privileges and oppressions Asian male and 

White female partners faced, partners called for more united efforts of activism in the 

Asian community, rather than split efforts among certain subgroups. To this end, Sam 

(Korean American man in his early 30s) stated: 

Activism have a tendency to bash in an Asian male…My greater point is that 

when you're [an] activist, when you speak for us, when you fight for civil rights, 

when you fight for equality, you shouldn't fall into the fallacy of sibling rivalry. 

You shouldn't have put down other minorities…You shouldn't fight other 

people…who are struggling doing their best. It happens a lot...I think that's 

terrible because that's…a lingering systemic…consequences from the Meji era 

when the Japanese nationalists referred themselves as the honorary White people, 

honorary Aryans, Right? When you're an Asian male...you could take action, push 

come to shove, you can't really do much about it unless you have supportive other 

people, you really do need other people behind it…to be in a position to rally 

around it. We're not as united as the Black community or the Hispanic 

community. No, Asian American communities are very fractured. 

In contrast, most White men spoke about taking a more assertive stance in 

challenging and confronting others in their familial and social networks when they 

perceived discrimination. Addison (White/English/German man in his early 30s) shared 



 

116 

that “I'd be willing to bring it up if somebody is being blatantly racist or 

homophobic…They shouldn't do that…There's still extended family members or friends 

of friends who are very conservative. Every once in a while, I'll get into that with them.” 

Aaron (English/Irish/Ukrainian/Jewish man in his mid-30s) also stated that “I can try to 

challenge stereotypes when I hear them. I feel like I should always stand up for my 

partner when I feel like they’re being discriminated against somehow…specifically 

because she is female and Asian.” Further, Tyler (White/Jewish man in his early 30s) 

emphasized that “I just generally feel angry and if I'm around people when these things 

happen, I tend to give them a clear, uh, I try to be terribly hostile when the situation really 

calls for if I tried to get a firm response…The fact that I'm a white guy and pretty high 

SES, I know that affords me the opportunity sometimes to more sort of like confront 

things where for other people it'd be dangerous to do so…I think it's a privilege in a way 

that I am able to do cause I know a lot of people that can't, it wouldn't be safe for them to 

do that.” 

DISCUSSION 

Asian and Asian Americans, despite being the fastest-growing populations in the 

United States (Pew Research Center, 2017b), remain as an under-examined group in 

research whose experiences with racism have been largely overlooked (Greenbaum, 

2019; Sue et al., 2012). Moreover, the scarce investigations on the romantic relationship 

experiences for Asian individuals, specifically their relationship with a White partner, 

have largely taken a deficit perspective; literature has focused on poorer individual and 

relationship outcomes in interracial relationships in comparison to endogamous 

relationships (e.g., Barr & Simons, 2014; Bratter & Eschbach, 2006; Bratter & King, 
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2008; Hiew et al., 2015; Miller & Kail, 2016; Wang et al., 2006). Further, limited 

research has examined protective factors for Asian-White interracial couples’ well-being 

in the face of perceived racism. To address these gaps in the literature, this study adopted 

a two-phase sequential explanatory mixed-methods design to supplement existing 

literature on how perceived racism by both Asian and White partners may affect their 

psychological distress (individual well-being) and relationship satisfaction (relationship 

satisfaction). Furthermore, how critical consciousness, defined as individuals’ critical 

reflections on upon sociopolitical injustice (Diemer et al., 2006; Freire, 1970; McWhirter 

& McWhirter, 2016) and conceptualized as an adaptive coping strategy (Hope et al., 

2015), may play a potentially mitigating role between perceived racism and well-being. 

Three overarching research questions guided the study. 

Perceived Racism in Asian-White Relationship 

The first overarching research question of this study pertained to perceived racism 

in Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples, and its associations with psychological 

distress and relationship satisfaction. Dyadic survey data collected in Phase 1 revealed 

that although partners’ perceptions of racism encountered by Asian partners were 

correlated, Asian partners tended to perceive more frequent blatant and subtle racism than 

what their White partner perceived them to experience. Similarly, qualitative findings 

from both Asian and White partners’ interview narratives in Phase 2 revealed that in 

some cases, White partners were not as aware of the racism their Asian partner 

experienced. Multiple partners pointed out that these gaps in perceptions may be due to 

the fact that the racism occurred outside the presence of the White partner, and 

furthermore, when experienced, these events were not consistently perceived and 
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communicated by the Asian partner. Possible reasons for the lack of communication 

included that the Asian partner did not consider some incidences of racism as a major 

stressor worthy of a discussion whereas the White partner did not know how to initiate a 

racism-related conversation with their Asian partner. While these patterns were not 

reported by all couples in Phase 2, even for couples who overall felt comfortable 

discussing racism-related topics, certain experiences with subtle racism might have been 

left out of the discussion, possibly because these experiences were so ambiguous in 

nature that the Asian partner opted to not bring up their concerns. Asian partner may also 

chose not to disclose because their White partner may feel more emotional distressed 

from learning about the Asian partner’s encounters of racism, which exemplified that 

Asian partner may have engaged in protective buffering (Hagedoorn et al., 2000). 

Similarly, White partners may be hesitant or unclear about how to initiate a conversation 

to convey their willingness to support the Asian partner to process and cope with their 

negative experiences with perceived racism. 

For Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples, it is important that both 

partners identify and compare the unique forms of racism that they may have perceived. 

Dyadic data from Phase 1 showed that both Asian and White partners tended to perceive 

more frequent subtle racism than blatant racism. This information was complimented by 

findings from Phase 2, wherein partners reported racism occurred in both blatant and 

subtle forms, and more frequently in subtle and ambiguous forms, which often left them 

wonder if the incidences were discriminatory in nature. The common subthemes for 

racism all Asian partners experienced individually included assumptions of Asians as 

being foreigners and xenophobia, assumptions of Asians based on their physical 
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appearances (not being able to tell the interethnic differences), perceived “bamboo 

ceilings,” and overgeneralization of stereotypes against Asians. These findings were 

similar to Sue and colleagues’ (2007) findings on Asian Americans’ experiences of racial 

microaggressions, such as themes like “alien in own land,” “invalidation of interethnic 

differences,” “second class citizenship,” “denial of racial reality,” and “invisibility,” as 

well as prior literature on “bamboo ceilings” (Hyun, 2005). In addition, Asian men and 

women discussed the unique discrimination they faced, such as the de-sexualization of 

Asian men, the objectification of Asian women, and the unique gender role expectations 

for Asian women (e.g., being submissive, being responsible for family caring), which 

were similar to existing findings on gendered racism and racial gender microaggressions 

for Asian men (Liu et al., 2018) and women (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). Notably, 

perceived experiences of racism can vary depending on individuals’ ethnicity (Tummala-

Narra et al., 2012), and findings from this study highlighted possible common themes 

across individuals of diverse Asian ethnic identities who attended interviews in Phase 2 

(e.g., Filipino, Chinese, Taiwanese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Burmese, Thai, Korean, and 

multiethnic) that may or may not represent the unique experiences with racism for one 

specific Asian ethnic group. 

Moreover, in Phase 2, both Asian and White partners discussed the unique 

experiences they had being in an interracial heterosexual relationship. Some couples 

discussed the approval and encouragement they perceived from their family and friends, 

whereas the majority of couples mentioned discouragement, disapproval, and criticism, 

which for some, persisted over the course of their relationship and across different 

geographical and cultural contexts (e.g., moving from the East Coast to the West Coast, 
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visiting the Midwest while residing on the West Coast). While these relational 

experiences of discrimination in the context of one’s interracial relationship were not 

directly assessed in Phase 1, they underscored the interdependence between partners’ 

experiences (e.g., Bodenmann, 1995; Kelly, 1979). Most couples reported receiving 

negative comments from others about how uncommon their racial paring was, which 

appeared to occur more frequently and blatantly for Asian male-White female couples. 

One notable subtheme was that Asian partners, both male and female, endorsed they 

received criticism from other Asians of another gender (e.g., Asian men reported being 

criticized by Asian women, Asian women reported being criticized by Asian men) about 

their romantic engagement with a White partner. Further, remarkable differences 

emerged between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male relationships, 

such that Asian men and White women reported greater challenges in their relationship. 

Specifically, Asian men faced more frequent racism in the presence of their White female 

partner, and both partners observed a significant lack of representation of their 

relationship in their community and in the media. Furthermore, Asian male-White female 

couples felt triangulated, caught in the middle, and not being accepted or supported by 

either their Asian or White communities. In contrast, Asian women appeared to benefit 

more from the presence of their White male partner, despite experiencing negative 

stereotypes about their racial preference of a White partner. Limited previous research on 

interracial relationships shed light on partners’ experiences with relationship disapproval 

and relationship well-being: Irby-Shasanmi (2014) conducted a secondary data analysis 

of National Survey of American Life: Coping with Stress in the 21st Century (NSAL) 

and the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (Fragile Families); findings based on 
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predominantly individuals in an Black-White or Hispanic-White interracial relationship 

demonstrated that negative interactions with and disapproval from their family or 

relatives have negative effects on relationship quality. Given that the existing literature 

have rarely examined Asian male-White female couples’ relational experiences, themes 

from Phase 2 highlight the salient, unique challenges Asian male-White female couples 

may face in comparison to Asian female-White male couples in society. 

Actor effects of perceived racism. It was hypothesized that more frequent 

perceived racism would be negatively associated with individual (i.e., psychological 

distress) and relationship (i.e., relationship satisfaction) well-being (Hypothesis 1a). In 

support of Hypothesis 1a, findings from Phase 1 showed negative actor associations 

between blatant and subtle racism on individual well-being for both Asian and White 

partners. Specifically, the more frequently Asian partners perceived racism, the more 

psychologically distressed they reported. Similarly, the more frequently White partners 

perceived their Asian partner to experience blatant or subtle racism, the more 

psychologically distress White partners reported. These findings were consistent with 

prior findings on the negative associations between perceived racism and poorer mental 

health outcomes for Asian individuals (e.g., Kim, 2014; Nadimpalli & Hutchinson, 2012; 

Yoo et al., 2015). Further, findings demonstrated White partners were also negatively 

affected by the knowledge of racism against their Asian partner, demonstrating that the 

racism experiences became shared between partners (Bodenmann, 1995; Kelley, 1979). 

Interestingly, results from Phase 1 revealed that the magnitude of the positive 

associations between blatant or subtle racism and psychological distress for White 

partners were comparable to those for Asian partners. 
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The quantitative results from Phase 1 were complimented by interviews in Phase 

2, wherein couples noted that they expected racism to have a more negative impact on 

Asian partners than White partners, as Asian partners were often the targets of racism. 

One possible explanation for the discrepancy in findings from Phase 1 and Phase 2 

centers on participants’ interpretations of how White partners’ psychological distress may 

be affected by racism against their Asian partner. Quantitative findings from Phase 1 

suggested that as White partners became more aware of the racism their Asian partner 

experienced either through witnessing or listening of their Asian partner, they may 

experience greater emotional distress due to having an empathetic understanding of how 

difficult it may be for the Asian partner to encounter racism. In fact, in Phase 2, multiple 

White partners disclosed their feelings of distress when they learned about their Asian 

partners’ experiences with racism, especially early on in their relationship when those 

experiences were first brought to their attention, as they did not expect these experiences 

to happen to their partner. Several Asian partners also acknowledged how angry and sad 

their White partners felt as they became aware of the racism the Asian partner faced. 

It was also predicted that there would be spillover effects (Neff & Karney, 2007), 

such that the perceptions of racism against Asian partners may spill over into the 

romantic relationship, affecting partners’ relationship satisfaction (Hypotheses 1c and 

1d). Results were mixed - White partners who perceived more frequent subtle racism, but 

not blatant racism, reported lower relationship satisfaction. This result is somewhat 

different from the limited existing findings on the negative association between 

interracial couples’ individual perceived discrimination and relationship quality (Irby-

Shasanmi, 2014), which suggests various forms of discrimination may affect relationship 
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well-being differently. Specifically, perceptions of subtle racism, but not blatant racism, 

negatively affected White partners’ relationship satisfaction. The lack of significant 

finding on perceived blatant racism and relationship satisfaction was complimented by 

interviews in Phase 2 suggested that the effects of racism may be more direct on 

individual rather than relationship well-being. In this regard, multiple partners reportedly 

expected racism to directly impact individuals’ mental health, and they tried not to let 

these experiences affect their judgement of their relationship or relationship satisfaction. 

However, perceived subtle racism, but not blatant racism, may erode well-being, as many 

partners discussed that because the nature of subtle racism or microaggressions was often 

unclear, it tended to “wear on” Asian partners’ individual mental resources. In these 

instances, Asian partners might be more irritable and impatient in the relationship, which 

may be likely to “leak” into the relationship such that as White partners perceived more 

frequent subtle racism their Asian partner encountered, they may perceive more 

irritability in their Asian partner, which may in turn, be associated with lower relationship 

satisfaction. Said differently, the negative effects of subtle racism was more difficult to 

cope with, and thus more likely to lead to decreased effective and empathetic 

communication between the Asian and White partners, which in turn, was linked to lower 

relationship satisfaction (Bodenmann, 1995; Neff & Karney, 2007).  

The null result of association between blatant racism and relationship satisfaction 

might be explained by the notion that some Asian female-White male couples appeared 

to have been de-sensitized from prior exposures and discussions about racism, whereas 

Asian male-White female couples actively tried to distance themselves from the 

emotional impact of perceived blatant racism to protect their relationship. In these 
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instances, their relationships were less negatively affected. Given that partners were more 

inclined to talk about experiences with perceived blatant racism, such communication 

might have at time brought the Asian and White partners closer, as multiple participants 

disclosed in their interviews, resulting in greater intimacy and relationship strengths, 

instead of lower relationship satisfaction. 

Partner effects of perceived racism. It was hypothesized there would be partner 

effects, such that one partner’s perceived racism may cross over and affect the other 

partner’s psychological distress (Hypothesis 1b) or relationship satisfaction (Hypothesis 

1d). Findings from Phase 1 showed limited support for the crossover of racism, 

suggesting that the impact of perceived racism was mostly actor- rather than partner-

oriented. Asian partners’ perceived racism did not affect White partners’ psychological 

distress directly, but rather, the unique variance of White partners’ perceived racism 

against their Asian partner was positively associated with White partners’ psychological 

distress. In other words, White partners who were not as aware of their Asian partner’s 

experiences with racism did not endorse as much psychological distress, regardless of 

how frequently their Asian partner perceived racism. In Phase 2, although several 

partners acknowledged that one partner’s perceived racism could cross over to the other 

partner’s well-being, many discussed the possible ways the crossover process could take 

place. For example, some partners posited that the White partner would feel more 

psychologically distressed because their Asian partner felt distressed, but not necessarily 

because of the sole experiences of racism the Asian partner perceived. Others discussed 

that only when the Asian partner brought their negative emotions in response to racism 

back to the relationship (e.g., became irritable or impatient) could the White partner feel 
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the emotional and relational impact of racism themselves. This perspective may also 

explain how White partner’s perceived racism against their Asian partner had more 

salient effects on the White partners’ relationship satisfaction. Together, these findings 

support the concepts of crossover (Bolger et al., 1989) and emotional contagion (Hatfield 

et al., 1994), such that the emotional valence from one partner (i.e., the Asian partner) 

may impact their partner’s (i.e., the White partner) experience of similar emotions. 

Moderating effects of relationship racial combination. The author explored if 

there were significant differences between actor and partner associations between 

perceived racism and psychological distress or relationship satisfaction by relationship 

racial combination (Research Question 1c). Findings from Phase 1 did not reveal any 

significant differences between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male 

couples. The lack of quantitative findings by relationship racial combination could be 

because that the measure on perceived racism in Phase 1 assessed common experiences 

across gender and did not delve into the specific, unique experiences of gendered racism 

Asian men and women might experience. However, notable differences in Phase 2 

emerged in the nature of racism against Asian individuals themselves as well as against 

both Asian and White partners in an interracial heterosexual relationship. Such 

differences highlighted more blatant and frequent perceptions of racism for Asian male-

White female couples. These thematic findings from Phase 2 are congruent with prior 

findings, which have found that Asian male-White female relationship may experience 

greater risk for instability and dissolution (Bratter & King, 2008). Results from Phase 2 

revealed a potentially more nuanced picture of Asian men’s and White women’s 

experiences in an interracial relationship, which warrant future investigations of Asian 
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men and women’s perceived racism specific to their intersecting identities (e.g., gendered 

racism) and in their relationship context (e.g., Asian men in a romantic relationship with 

a White woman, Asian women in a romantic relationship with a White man). 

The Role of Critical Consciousness on Perceived Racism and Well-being 

The second overarching research question of this study examined Asian and 

White partners’ critical consciousness and its associations with partners’ well-being in 

the face of perceived racism. Phase 1 collected self-reports of critical consciousness by 

both Asian and White partners in an interracial heterosexual relationship. Although no 

comparison were made by partner race or gender due to the interdependence of data 

(Kelley, 1979), Phase 2 explored how Asian and White partners described their critical 

consciousness and what role it plays in their relationship (Research Question 3). Both 

Asian and White partners discussed common themes related to their critical awareness of 

and reflections upon power, privilege, and oppressions in society. Many partners 

discussed how learning about the historical and contemporary experiences of racism 

toward Asians and other people of color, and considering racism as an inherent part of 

society, enhanced their awareness of racism. Partners also disclosed additional factors 

that promoted their awareness, including having exposure to disparities based on 

identities other than race, such as gender and socioeconomic status, learning from formal 

education, having exposure to different community or national contexts, learning from 

their romantic partner, and experiencing “wake-up moments.” These subthemes aligned 

with critical consciousness theories that emphasize having exposure to diversity promotes 

critical awareness (Freire, 1970; Watt et al., 1999) and that racism as an inherent part of 

the social structure (Delgado, 2001).  
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Further, subthemes specific to Asian and White partners emerged in Phase 2. 

Asian partners discussed how their exploration and ultimate embracement of their racial 

and cultural identity contributed to their critical reflections and awareness, which poised 

them to have greater sensitivity to perceive racism. White partners discussed their 

awareness of White privileges and privileges of other entitled identities (e.g., being 

cisgender, middle- to higher socioeconomic status), awareness of the intergenerational 

and social cultural transmission of stereotypes, and how their appreciation of diversity 

afforded them a greater awareness of the inequity and injustice of the society.  

Comparisons of different relationship racial combination also revealed unique 

subthemes. Asian men and White women endorsed that their intersecting privileges and 

oppressions facilitated greater understandings of their relationship dynamics within the 

societal structure; in comparison, Asian women felt not being fully understood by their 

White partner possibly due to their White male privileges despite their efforts to 

empathize. These subthemes supplemented the existing empirical research on critical 

consciousness predominantly based on adolescents of color (e.g., Diemer et al., 2006; 

Hope & Spencer, 2017; McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016). Indeed, there were complex and 

intersecting influences that promoted critical consciousness for Asian and White men and 

women. Interracial relationships appear as a context to facilitate conversations that 

promote awareness in White partners, and to some degree, in Asian partners. These 

positive influences were congruent to Trieu and Lee’s arguments (2018) for Asian 

Americans such that “it is the critical exposure to ethnic and racial history, ethnic 

organizations, and coethnic ties that ultimately leads to the emergence of an empowering 

critical consciousness” (p. 67). Similarly, findings from this study aligned with previous 
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findings of how being an interracial relationship could promote White partners to 

acknowledge inequality, their White privilege, the presence of racism, and its effects on 

interpersonal relationships (AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011; Tropp & Barlow, 2018). 

Moderating effects of critical consciousness. Building upon an understanding of 

critical consciousness for Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples, this study also 

examined how critical consciousness may have shaped the relationship. It was predicted 

that Asian partners’ critical consciousness would moderate (i.e., mitigate) actor and 

partner associations between perceived racism (blatant and subtle) and well-being 

(Hypothesis 2a). Results were contrary to the hypothesis, such that Asian partners who 

reported higher critical consciousness also reported greater psychological distress and 

lower relationship satisfaction if they perceived more frequently blatant racism. These 

results suggest that critical consciousness may make Asian partners more susceptible to 

the negative impact of blatant, but not subtle racism, on their own psychological distress 

and relationship satisfaction. Although critical consciousness has been conceptualized as 

an adaptive coping strategy (Hope & Jagers, 2014; Hope et al., 2015; Hope & Spencer, 

2017), it is also possible that the effects of consciousness, specifically critical reflections 

as measured in this study, may be more nuanced and complex than originally 

conceptualized. Although greater awareness and reflections upon racism may poise Asian 

partners to engage in more frequent social actions to promote change in society and 

resilience in the Asian community (Hope & Spencer, 2017), it can also be exhausting and 

invalidating when change is not observed. 

In fact, as the existing literature has highlighted, the discrimination Asian 

individuals face is often triangulated as being considered inferior to White Americans, 
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yet superior to Black Americans, while being consistently considered as “foreigners” and 

outsiders (Kim, 1999), which is then largely overlooked and deemed invisible as racial 

issues in society (Kiang et al., 2017; Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018). Similarly, in Phase 

2, Asian partners emphasized that they perceived racism against Asians as being 

frequently placed on the “backburner” whereas experiences of oppressions towards 

Black, Latinx and sexual minorities have often been prioritized. The unexpected 

magnifying effects of critical consciousness for Asian partners in this study could be due 

to these unique encounters of blatant racism Asian and Asian Americans had in society. 

Another possibility was that Asian individuals who were higher in critical consciousness 

may be more sensitive to perceive racism and therefore more frequently questioned 

themselves whether they should “keep heads down,” similar to their seniors in the 

communities, or whether and how they can speak up and advocate for themselves. 

Further, Asian partners reported the pressure and need to be a “teacher” in their 

interracial relationship. Together, these narratives may clarify the magnifying effects of 

critical consciousness found in Phase 1: Asian partners who were higher in critical 

consciousness may be more aware of the historical oppression, the invisibility of racism, 

and the challenges with promoting social change unique to the Asian community. 

Because of this, Asian partners may be more prone to feel distressed. 

The author also explored whether White partners’ critical consciousness would 

moderate actor and partner associations between perceived racism and psychological 

distress or relationship satisfaction (Research Question 2b). Results from Phase 1 

revealed that White partners who endorsed higher critical consciousness also reported 

greater psychological distress if their Asian partner perceived more frequent blatant 
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racism. These results suggest that White partners’ critical consciousness magnified the 

positive partner association the Asian partner’s perceived blatant racism and the White 

partner’s psychological distress. Findings from Phase 2 showed congruent themes such 

that White partners who were higher in critical consciousness might be initiating more 

frequent communication with their Asian partner about racial issues. White partners 

higher in critical consciousness may also be providing more empathetic understanding of 

Asian partners’ racism experiences because they see that racism is a systemic issue, 

which could in turn, be linked with greater distress in White partners. 

In addition, results from Phase 1 showed that White partners’ higher critical 

consciousness appeared to have prevented Asian partners from experiencing the negative 

emotional impact of perceived racism (blatant and subtle) on psychological distress, but 

not relationship satisfaction. These findings may be also related to the thematic findings 

from Phase 2 on enhanced communication between Asian and White partners and greater 

empathy in White partners for couples wherein the White partner endorsed higher critical 

consciousness. Effective communication and empathy have been found to be positively 

associated with relationship quality in the face of discrimination (Hagedoorn et al., 2000; 

Ulloa et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2003; Wei et al., 2016; Williamson et al., 2012). 

Therefore, White partners’ higher critical consciousness may have facilitated greater 

empathy, which in turn, mitigated the negative impact of racism on Asian partners’ 

psychological distress, as Asian partners felt heard and understood by their partner. 

Relatedly, White partners, regardless of their gender, reported their willingness to stand 

up for their partner. This thematic finding expanded upon a previous qualitative study on 

Asian female-White male dating couples such that White male partners developed and 
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engaged in more frequent White ally-ship (e.g., educating others) because of their 

interracial dating experiences (AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011). Similarly, White women 

also endorsed strong desires to stand up and be an ally for their Asian male partner.  

These results may imply that White partners are more readily poised to apply 

higher critical consciousness to adaptive coping strategies to promote change to mitigate 

the emotional impact of their Asian partner’s experiences of racism. As such, these 

findings extend prior conceptualization of critical consciousness as a moderator between 

perceived discrimination and well-being for individuals themselves and their greater 

community (e.g., Asian individuals and the Asian community; Hope et al., 2015; Hope & 

Spencer, 2017) to the context of romantic relationships. Specifically, the romantic partner 

who may hold greater privileges in society (i.e., the White partner) may benefit from 

greater awareness of power, privilege, and oppressions to help the other partner (i.e., the 

Asian partner) alleviate their perceived stress associated with oppression.  

Further, in Phase 2, Asian and White partners discussed how they had engaged in 

various individual and collective actions to promote social change. These included, but 

were not limited to: conducting research, sharing knowledge or readings on social 

disparity topics of interest with each other, and empowering each other in the 

relationship, through pursuing a career to promote social changes, and through 

community-based support, advocacy, and activism efforts. Further, couples who were 

raising a mixed-race child spoke about their desires to cultivate greater openness and 

acceptance in society, not only for their interracial relationship but also for their mixed-

race child/children. Not all partners endorsed current engagement in individual or 

collective actions to resist the interpersonal, relational, or systemic discrimination against 
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themselves, their relationship, or other communities important to them. Further, some 

partners disclosed a lack of hope from their previous engagement in collective efforts for 

various reasons, whereas others discussed how they adopted different approaches to 

instigate change (e.g., transitioning from federal- to state-level advocacy, planning for 

community-based connections and support). However, it is important to note that 

engagement in these actions may have affected the associations between perceived 

racism and well-being. Previous studies on urban adolescents of color (Diemer et al., 

2006) showed that only critical reflections, but not critical actions, was associated with 

the experiences of racism, sexism, or social injustice. However, Suyemoto and colleagues 

(2015) have found that having a deeper understanding of race and ethnicity empowered 

Asian adolescents to consider taking on greater social responsibility and engage in social 

justice actions in the future. Further, Hope and colleagues (2014, 2015, 2017) highlight 

that engagement in individual or collective actions to promote social change may mitigate 

the emotional influences of perceived racism. Findings from this study suggest that future 

research may benefit from a closer examination on the implications of critical actions for 

Asian and White adults in the context of interracial romantic relationships.   

Finally, despite results from Phase 1 did not reveal significant differences in the 

moderating effects of critical consciousness by relationship racial combination, findings 

from Phase 2 showed that most White men in a relationship with an Asian woman 

reported more direct confrontations to those in their familial and social networks who 

perpetuated discrimination, similar to previous findings on White men dating an Asian 

woman (AhnAllen & Suyemoto, 2011). In contrast, partners in Asian male-White female 

relationships appeared to adopt more subtle ways of coping with racism and call for 
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united activism efforts to support their resistance. This discrepancy could be associated 

with the intersecting oppressions Asian men and White women felt in their relationship; 

White women’s White privileges may intersect with the oppressions of their female 

identity, and as such either they themselves or their Asian partner may be taking more 

precaution to protect the White partner and the relationship in the face of discrimination. 

Further, it is possible that both White and Asian women may experience gender-based 

blatant or subtle discrimination or oppressions (Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018; Settles et 

al., 2008), which may have poised them to be more vulnerable and sensitive to perceive 

racism. Additionally, given White women in a relationship with an Asian man endorsed 

greater challenges because of their relationship racial combination in Phase 2, White 

women may have become more depleted of their proactive or assertive coping resources 

because of greater exposure to discrimination based on their gender identity and their 

interracial relationship. Nonetheless, these narratives reflected the strengths and 

resilience in Asian and White partners about their desires to promote greater awareness of 

racism and other disparities in society, to enhance openness and acceptance toward their 

relationship, and to promote change to the injustice in society. 

Research Implications 

This study addressed the recent calls for more focused examinations on Asian and 

Asian Americans’ experiences (Greenbaum, 2019; Sue et al., 2012). This study facilitated 

the Asian partners to voice their own perspectives on perceived racism, well-being, and 

their critical consciousness (i.e., reflections and actions) that strive for social justice, 

which have often been silenced or invisible in the literature and media. Couples’ 

narratives shed light on the nuanced experiences of racism for Asian men and women, 



 

134 

especially for those who are in an interracial relationship. While there was no existing 

measure specifically designed to assess Asian-White interracial couples’ experience with 

relationship discrimination, qualitative findings from Phase 2 call for the development of 

such measures to enhance our understanding of these unique, frequently overlooked 

racism experiences in a relationship context. In addition to blatant racism, findings point 

to the importance of examining subtle forms of racism, such as microaggressions as they 

may exert complex effects on individual and relationship well-being.  

Further, this study called for an intersectionality framework (Collins, 2015; 

Crenshaw, 1991) for positioning future research. An intersectionality framework, 

grounded in Black feminist and women of color activists’ standpoints, posits that single 

identity politics precludes women of color from being recognized beyond the addition of 

their experiences as a person of color and as a woman (Collins, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991). 

Rather, intersectionality reflects individuals’ unique position from a myriad of identities, 

such as an Asian woman of middle-class background, or a White man with disability and 

in poverty (Crenshaw, 1991). Understanding the coexistence and intersectionality of 

multiple systems of power, privilege, and oppressions is essential for social justice 

activism, which has been applied to empirical research as a theoretical framework and 

investigative paradigm (Collins, 2016; Moradi & Grzanka, 2017). From an 

intersectionality lens, individuals’ experiences are conceptualized and studied as being 

shaped by a multitude of systems of privileges and oppressions at the macro, structural 

level that rest upon multiple social identities (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, age, sexual 

orientation, socioeconomic status, religion/spirituality) at the micro level (Bowleg, 2012). 
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As such, adopting an intersectionality framework in research allows an understanding of 

any individuals’ experiences within social systems (Moradi & Grzanka, 2017). 

Despite that race and gender have often been the forefront factors in Asian-White 

interracial couples research, other factors like ethnicity (Tummala-Narra et al., 2012; 

Zhang & Van Hook, 2009) and socioeconomic status (Wang, 2012) may considerably 

affect partners’ experiences with power and oppression. Being in an interracial 

relationship brings unique positions to Asian or White partners. For example, a White 

man growing up in an affluent family with multiple privileged identities may face 

unexpected discrimination as he enters a romantic relationship with an Asian woman who 

grew up experiencing frequent gendered racism. This suggests that intersecting identities 

are not static, rather, are fluid and dynamic (Crenshaw, 1991; Moradi & Grzanka, 2017) 

and the experience of power and oppressions can differ as individuals have an interracial 

encounter, or deepen their connections and cultural understandings with each other in an 

interracial romantic relationship (Cole, 2009). Therefore, specifically inquiring individual 

and relational identities from an intersectionality framework can deepen our 

understanding of Asian-White interracial couples’ experiences in future research. Future 

research can also explore the frequently overlooked experiences of Asian-White same-

gendered couples, or Asian-non-White interracial couples as they may face unique 

challenges and demonstrate unique strengths within the relationship. Applying 

intersectionality as an analytical framework will allow researchers to take their personal 

and professional standpoints on the research questions into consideration so that the 

intersections between the researchers’ and participants’ identities are considered and 

disclosed (Moradi & Grzanka, 2017). 
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Extant literature has taken a deficit perspective to highlight an elevated risk for 

relationship instability in Asian male-White female couples (e.g., Bratter & King, 2008) 

wherein Asian men may face experience unique discrimination as to being perceived as 

lacking leadership, lacking masculinity, and being an undesirable romantic partner (Liu et 

al., 2018). Related to the benefits of adopting an intersectionality lens is to examine the 

unique experiences Asian men and White women had being in an interracial relationship. 

As demonstrated in Phase 2, couples may face specific challenges as being triangulated 

between the Asian and White communities while striving to find voices to protect their 

relationship. Future research is encouraged to pay more attention to Asian male-White 

female relationships to facilitate a greater representation, understanding, acceptance, and 

appreciation from the public of their love for each other, appreciation of each other’s 

culture, and the strengths these couples espouse and continue to develop. 

This study highlights the exacerbating effects of Asian partners’ critical 

consciousness and the mitigating effects of the White partner’s critical consciousness for 

Asian partners’ individual and relationship well-being. Further, qualitative findings 

showed that both critical awareness and actions may help Asian and White partners 

engage in more frequent racism-related conversations, empathize with and empower each 

other, and develop greater shared awareness and promote change to address injustice in 

society. The complex narratives surrounding critical consciousness, as revealed by 

comparisons between Asian and White partners and between Asian male-White female 

and White female-White male relationships call for future investigations into critical 

consciousness as both critical reflections and actions and their effects on partners’ well-

being. Given the majority of the extant literature focuses on the implications of critical 
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consciousness on adolescents of color (e.g., Diemer et al., 2006; Diemer et al., 2015; 

Diemer et al., 2017), findings from this study imply that the effects of critical 

consciousness for adults, specifically for Asian and White adults, can be nuanced. 

Notably, this study did not assess Asian and White partners’ engagement in actions to 

promote change to resist societal and institutional inequity and oppressions (i.e., critical 

actions) in Phase 1. In addition to critical reflections, critical actions have also been 

conceptualized as adaptive coping strategies for individuals (Hope et al., 2015). As such, 

future research can extend findings from this study to examine how critical actions may 

shape Asian-White interracial couples’ individual and relationship well-being for both 

partners in the face of perceived racism encountered by Asian partners. Additionally, 

many partners disclosed in their interviews about the evolvement of critical 

consciousness (i.e., critical reflections) over their personal development and the course of 

their romantic relationship. Further, multiple partners in Phase 2 suggested that higher 

critical consciousness’ and poorer well-being may poise individuals to perceive more 

frequent racism. Therefore, future research can adopt a longitudinal design, which can 

allow researchers to explore the potentially causal associations between perceived racism, 

critical consciousness, and well-being. 

Practical Implications 

Findings from this study offer important implications and insights for counseling 

psychologists, counselors, and other mental health professionals who work with 

interracial couples. However, findings from this study do not apply to all partners or 

couples across differing contexts. There is great heterogeneity in the Asian and Asian 

American community and similarly among Asian-White interracial relationships with 
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remaining gaps in our understanding of their well-being (Sue et al., 2012). Cultural 

sensitivity, curiosity, and humility are critical to facilitate mental health professionals to 

adapt psychotherapy to the individuals they work with (e.g., Danso, 2018; Hook et al., 

2013). In individual therapy, mental health professionals are encouraged to raise open-

ended questions with individual partners, whether they are Asian or White, about their 

experiences with racism or other discrimination based on their individual identities or 

relationship racial combination, despite being a difficult conversation. Creating a safe 

space for such disclosures and providing empathetic understanding may help develop 

rapport. Mental health professionals are encouraged to recognize that the experiences for 

Asians and White partners may be unique. Specifically, Asian individuals may undergo a 

unique identity exploration and embracement process that facilitates their recognition of 

and coping with experiences of racism. In this process, Asian individuals may experience 

increased sadness, depression, stress, and anger. For White individuals, they may 

experience sadness, anger, embarrassment, and shame as they become more awareness of 

the racism their Asian partner experience and the privilege they hold. Although being 

aware of racism in society or having higher critical consciousness may not mitigate the 

negative effects of racism on individuals’ own well-being, mental health professionals 

can empower individuals to explore critical actions and additional adaptative coping 

strategies. In fact, Tran and Curtin (2017) found that Asian Americans who have a deeper 

understanding of the structural inequity, the model minority beliefs, and a collective 

racial identity in the face of discrimination were more likely to feel empowered to engage 

in activism efforts. To this end, mental health professionals may encourage Asian 

individuals and their partner to read articles and watch documentaries about the history of 
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oppressions and resilience in the Asian community, seek support from friends and 

supportive networks, take part in volunteer work or collective actions to promote change, 

and engage in proactive communication with their romantic partner (Tran & Curtin, 

2017; Trieu & Lee, 2018). 

Both Asian and White partners expressed the benefits from having conversations 

related to their cultural background and discrimination in Phase 2. In fact, these 

conversations may bring partners closer and develop strengths and resilience in the 

relationship. Therefore, in couples therapy, mental health professionals may benefit from 

assessing couples’ interests in and readiness to discuss racial issues and potential power 

differential in their relationship to promote a greater understanding of blatant and subtle 

racism and stronger empathetic support in both partners. These conversations may be 

more effective to naturally occur, such as in the context of identifying communication 

style, practicing empathic listening, and exploring unspoken challenges in the 

relationship. As the White partner in the relationship becomes more aware of perceived 

racism the Asian partner encounters, communication practices can be facilitated to 

encourage partners to provide empathy and support for each other so that they can cope 

with these negative experiences together. Further, mental health professionals can 

encourage couples to engage in shared activities to build mutual awareness, as many 

partners discussed in their interviews in Phase 2, such that they can choose to share 

articles to inform each other about racial or other issues of common interest and 

discussed how they can cope with those experiences together. 

Moreover, findings from this study suggest that perceived racism experienced by 

Asian individuals has often been placed on the backburner in terms of advocacy and 
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activism efforts. Despite interest in engaging in these efforts, some partners disclosed 

their concerns and the disappointment they felt after prior engagement in advocacy (e.g., 

not seeing the change they worked toward). Some partners also observed the split and 

division between Asian subgroups, such that more unified advocacy efforts may benefit 

the Asian community. These findings offer implications for social justice advocacy and 

activism efforts not only by counseling psychologists, but also community leaders and 

advocates, Asian and White individuals in interracial relationships, and allies. 

While there are no clear-cut recommendations about the best approaches for 

advocacy, activism, and social actions, findings from this study shed light on the strong 

desires for Asian and White partners to create a more inclusive society, especially to 

foster greater openness and acceptance toward not only interracial romantic relationships 

but also mixed-race families with interracial parents and the next generation of mixed-

race children. The inclusion of anti-immigrant policies in history curriculum can help 

raise awareness of Asian and Asian American history whereas Asian and other cultural 

festivals in local communities can promote Asian cultural values and practices. As 

suggested by participants in Phase 2, creating and advocating for more representation of 

interracial couples and mixed-race families in the literature and media may normalize 

Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples’ experiences and enhance awareness in the 

general public. Facilitating conversations between individuals of diverse background, 

including Asian and White partners, may help others to better understand their 

relationship and form solidarity (Tran et al., 2018). And when one observes 

discriminatory actions against an Asian-White interracial couple, call on the person or 

provide support for the couple to show allyship.   
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Limitations 

Despite the strength of adopting a mixed-methods design with dyadic data, 

several limitations of the present study are noteworthy. First, the sample in this study was 

recruited using a variety of approaches, including professional listservs and multiple 

online platforms (e.g., Facebook, Reddit, and WeChat), which could lead to sample 

biases as this recruitment effort was skewed toward couples who used these online 

platforms. Data were also collected using online surveys so that only couples with access 

to the Internet could complete the screening and main research surveys. Additionally, 

recruitment and data collection were conducted only in English, which excluded couples 

wherein one partner may not be proficient in English. In contrast to previous studies that 

have strict criteria for partners’ ethnicity and generational status (e.g., AhnAllen & 

Suyemoto, 2011), couples who participated in this study varied in terms of their age, 

ethnicity (including multiracial individuals who identify themselves as Asian and Pacific 

Islanders), generational status, and nationality. The subsample of Asian-White interracial 

couples in Phase 2 were purposefully selected to reflect a wide range of individual 

demographic and relational variables. The wide range of relationship length may have 

allowed the author to explore how perceived racism and critical consciousness has 

evolved for partners’ experiences across the course of their relationships and affected 

their well-being over time. Nonetheless, the heterogeneity of the sample should be kept in 

mind when interpreting the generalizability of this study’s findings. 

 There are also limitations to the measures utilized in Phase 1. The internal 

reliability of the blatant racism subscale for Asian and White partners were both 

below .70 (α =.62 and .65, respectively), which was lower than previously research on 
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Asian college students (e.g., Yoo et al., 2015). Therefore, caution is warranted to interpret 

the quantitative findings related to blatant racism. Also, the measure on blatant and subtle 

racism (SABR-A; Yoo et al., 2015) may not have captured the nuanced gendered effects 

of racism, which can affect Asian men and women’s experiences. Additionally, this study 

did not assess any unique perceived racism related to a romantic relationship context. In 

the original scale Yoo and colleagues piloted (2015), a statement on “In America, I find it 

difficult to date some people because I’m Asian” was removed from the final scale 

because it did not confirm to the rotated factor structure. It is possible that this omitted 

item on the challenges in dating experience is conceptually different from the other items 

retained in the SABR-A (Yoo et al., 2015); however, this omitted item may be assessing 

a unique dimension of racism for Asians’ dating experiences. The lack of specific 

assessment on racism in a romantic relationship context and across gender with the use of 

SABA-A may have hindered the discovery of notable differences between Asian male-

White female and Asian female-White male relationships in Phase 1. Indeed, qualitative 

findings revealed unique challenges in dating experiences for Asian men in society, when 

compared to Asian women, and this may be a frequently omitted aspect of racism that has 

a negative impact on Asian men’s well-being, which warrants future investigations.  

Additionally, this study conceptualized critical consciousness as critical 

reflections upon sociopolitical injustice that may serve as a prerequisite for individuals to 

engage in individual or collective actions to make social changes (Diemer et al., 2006; 

Freire, 1970; McWhirter & McWhirter, 2016). The racism subscale of the CCS (Shin et 

al., 2016) adopted to assess critical consciousness in this study broadly evaluated 

individuals’ awareness of racism in society (i.e., an outcome upon reflections of 
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sociopolitical injustice) and did not assess critical actions. Specifically, items assessed 

awareness of White privileges and racism against Black and Latinx individuals; however, 

items did not measure participants’ awareness about racism uniquely against Asians. As 

suggested by interview narratives, individuals developed critical awareness through 

education, exposure to “wake up moments” in their close social networks, and their 

interracial relationship. Their critical consciousness may be associated with 

discrimination based on race, gender, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, amongst 

other factors. Given the racism subscale of the CCS focused on awareness of racism not 

specific to Asians, and did not reflect critical actions, quantitative findings from Phase 1 

may be limited to the specific conceptualization of critical consciousness.  

Conclusions 

Researchers have encouraged more focused examinations of Asian individuals’ 

experiences with racism (Greenbaum, 2019; Sue et al., 2012). This study supplemented 

the extant literature by adopting a two-phase sequential explanatory mixed-method 

approach collecting dyadic data from Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples. Main 

findings suggest that Asian individuals, especially those who are more aware of racism in 

society, are more susceptible to the negative emotional impact of perceived blatant and 

subtle racism. White partners who perceive their Asian partner to experience more 

frequent more blatant or subtle racism also report greater psychological distress; 

however, White partners who were more aware of racism may mitigate the negative 

emotional impact of racism (blatant or subtle racism) for their Asian partner. There is 

emerging evidence for the eroding, spillover effects of subtle racism such that White 

partners reported lower satisfaction with their relationship in the face of more frequent 
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subtle racism. Further, narratives from a subsample of diverse Asian-White interracial 

heterosexual couples imply that experiences of racism are nuanced, intersectional, and 

manifest at interpersonal, relational, and systemic levels. Couples’ narratives highlight 

how higher critical consciousness may facilitate White partners to empathize with and 

support Asian partners to cope with the negative impact of racism. Findings point out 

notable differences between Asian male-White female and Asian female-White male 

couples’ experiences with racism at the individual and relational levels, the effects of 

racism on their well-being, and how critical consciousness has shaped their relationship.  

Most recently, as the novel coronavirus and its associated COVID-19 disease first 

appeared in Wuhan, China in December 2019 and has been spreading across the globe, 

Asians and Asian Americans around the world are facing increased hostility, racism, and 

xenophobia in person and on social media (e.g., Escobar, 2020; Haynes, 2020; Kandil, 

2020; Lee, 2020). These acts of racism are not only directed toward Chinese and Chinese 

Americans, but also individuals of other Asian identities in the United States and other 

countries and regions, in part, due to the public’s assumptions of Asians based on their 

physical appearances: they could not differentiate the interethnic differences and thus 

overgeneralize stereotypes toward the entire Asian community. Further, racist comments 

and actions have fueled the existing xenophobia, such that Asian individuals are 

considered as foreigners and do not belong. There have been reportedly at least over 1000 

incidences of “bigotry and hate crimes against Asian Americans” at a rate of almost 100 

incidences per day amid the coronavirus pandemic (Kelly, 2020, para. 1). Although data 

for this project were collected approximately 6-9 months prior to the beginning of the 

novel coronavirus outbreak, findings from this project offer important implications for 
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current and future research, practical, and advocacy efforts. What we are observing in 

society, not only in the United States, but in other parts of the world, demonstrate that 

racism against Asians can be fluid depending on time and context, and they can exist in 

different geographical, societal, and cultural settings. Even though the outbreak of 

COVID-19 began in China, Asian individuals of different nationalities and ethnicities are 

faced with discrimination and blame for something that is not in any way linked to their 

racial or cultural background. Findings from this project demonstrate that the recent surge 

of racism can have a negative impact not only on Asian individuals’ well-being, but also 

their relationship well-being. Having an understanding and support from their romantic 

partner in times like now can offer significant benefits for Asian partners. 

In conclusion, findings from this study are important to broaden our 

understanding of the perceived racism Asian individuals face, especially for those who 

are in an interracial relationship with a White partner. Given that few studies to date have 

included a sample of Asian male-White female couples, this study revealed the unique 

challenges and strengths these couples demonstrated, which unfortunately corroborated 

their lack of representation in the literature and media. Future research is encouraged to 

build upon findings from this study to adopt an intersectionality framework (Collins, 

2015; Crenshaw, 1991; Moradi & Grzanka, 2017) to further examine the unique strengths 

and resilience in Asian-White interracial heterosexual couples. Counseling psychologists 

and other mental health professionals are recommended to explore with couples on their 

communication of related racial issues to facilitate a deeper, shared understanding of 

racism between partners, and to promote empathetic support in White partners, especially 

in times like the recent surge of racism in society during the coronavirus pandemic.  
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APPENDIX B 

SCREENING SURVEY 
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Welcome! Thank you for your interest in the Asian-White interracial couples’ well-being 

study. In order to determine whether you are eligible to participate in the study, we will 

need you to answer a few basic questions about yourself. Your name and contact 

information will be kept in a master list and attached to a unique ID assigned to you. This 

list will be kept safe and secure in a password protected account to protect your identity 

along with all other files associated with the study. 

 

Please start by introducing yourself. 

1. Your first name: ___________  

2. Your last name: ___________  

3. Your preferred email address: ___________ 

4. Please re-enter your preferred email address: ___________  

5. Are you 18 years old or older? 

 Yes  No 

6. Have you been in a committed heterosexual relationship for at least 6 weeks?  

 Yes  No 

7. Does one partner in your relationship identifies as Asian whereas the other identifies 

as White or European? 

 I identify as Asian male and my partner 

is White/European female 

 I identify as Asian female and my 

partner is White/European male 

 I identify as White/European male and 

my partner is Asian female 

 I identify as White/European female 

and my partner is Asian male 
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 Other, please specify: ___________   

8. Are you comfortable completing a survey and engaging in a conversation in English?  

 Yes  No 

 

Please tell us about your romantic partner. This information will be used to contact 

your partner to complete this form, if he or she hasn’t already done so, and match you 

with your current partner in our database. 

9. Your partner’s first name: ___________  

10. Your partner’s last name: ___________  

11. Your partner’s preferred email address: ___________  

12. Please re-enter your partner’s email address: ___________  

 

Thank you! Once we have received responses from both you and your partner, we 

will confirm your eligibility and send you both more information about the survey. 

Please answer the following questions about you: 
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APPENDIX C 

DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 
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1. What is the individual ID number that you were provided by the research assistant?  

2. What is the couple ID number that you were provided by the research assistant? 

3. How old are you? _________ years _________ months  

4. What is your current relationship status?  

 Married  Separated/Divorced 

 Engaged  In a committed relationship and not 

cohabiting 

 Cohabiting  Other, please specify: _______ 

5. How long have you been in the current relationship? ___ Years ___Months  ___ N/A 

6. If you are married, how long have you been in your marriage?  ___Years___Months  

7. How long have you known your partner? ___ Years  ___ Months  ___ N/A 

8. How many of your children do you have? _________  ___N/A 

9. What ages are your children? _________  ___N/A 

10. What is your current occupation (e.g., student, teacher, engineer)? _________ 

11. Your current gender identity: how do you describe yourself? 

 Male  Female 

 Trans male/Trans man  Trans female/Trans woman 

 Genderqueer/Gender non-conforming  Different identity (please state):__ 

12. Your racial identity: which best describes your racial background (choose as many as 

it applies):  

 Asian Indian  Japanese 

 Chinese  Korean 
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 Filipino  Vietnamese 

 Other Asian – Print race, for 

example, Hmong, Laotian, Thai, 

Pakistani, Cambodian, and so on: __ 

 White/Middle East/North Africa  

 Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific 

Islander 

 Native American/American 

Indian/Alaska Native 

 African American/Black  Other, please specify: _________ 

13. Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin? 

 No, not of Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin 

 Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, 

Chicano 

 Yes, Puerto Rican  Yes, Cuban 

 Yes, another Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin, please specify, for 

example, Argentinean, Colombian, 

Dominican, Nicaraguan, Salvadoran, 

Spaniard, and so on: _________ 

  

14. Do you consider yourself to be (Mark one answer):  

 Straight  Gay or lesbian 

 Bisexual  Queer 

 Questioning  Other, please specify: _________ 

15. Where were you born? _______country 

16. Where do you currently reside? _______country ______state/province 
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17. For how long have you been living in the United States? ___ Years ___Months 

___N/A 

18. What is your nationality? ______________________________________________ 

19. What generation are you (circle the generation that best applies to you)?  

 1st generation = I was born in Asia or country other than the country of my residence 

and moved here as an adult  

 1.5 generation = I was born in Asia or country other than the country of my residence 

and moved here as a child or adolescent 

 2nd generation = I was born in the country of my residence, either parent was born in 

Asia or country other than the country of my residence 

 3rd generation = I was born in the country of my residence, both parents were born in 

the country of my residence, and all grandparents born in Asia or country other than 

the country of my residence 

 4th generation = I was born in the country of my residence, both parents were born in 

the country of my residence, and at least one grandparent born in Asia or country 

other than the country of my residence and one grandparent born in the country of my 

residence 

 5th generation = I was born in the country of my residence, both parents were born in 

the country of my residence, and all grandparents also born in the country of my 

residence  

 Don’t know what generation best fits since I lack some information 

 Not applicable 

20. What language(s) can you speak (list as many as it applies)?________________  
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21. What language do you prefer speaking?_____________  

22. What is the highest level of education you have attained?     

 Less than high school diploma  College degree (B.A. or B.S.) 

 High school diploma  Some graduate school 

 Some college  Graduate or professional degree 

(MA, PhD, MD, etc.) 

 Junior college degree (Associate’s)  

23. What is your typical annual income (not including your partner’s) before taxes? 

 19,000 or less  $20,000 to $39,000 

 $40,000 to $59,000  $60,000 to $79,000 

 $80,000 to $99,000  $100,000 to $119,000 

 $120,000 to $139,000  $140,000 or more 

24. If you have been in previous interracial relationships, which best describes your 

previous partners’ racial background (choose as many as it applies): 

 Asian Indian 

 Chinese 

 Filipino 

 Other Asian – Print race, for 

example, Hmong, Laotian, Thai, 

Pakistani, Cambodian, and so on:___ 

 Japanese 

 Korean 

 Vietnamese 

 White/Middle East/North Africa 

 Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific 

Islander___  

 Native American/American 

Indian/Alaska Native  
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 African American/Black   Other, please specify: _________ 

25. Have you been in previous relationships with a partner of Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin (choose as many as it applies)?  

 No, no previous partner of Hispanic, 

Latino, or Spanish origin 

 Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, 

Chicano 

 Yes, Puerto Rican 

 Yes, I have been in a relationship 

with a partner of another Hispanic, 

Latino, or Spanish origin, please 

specify, for example, Argentinean, 

Colombian, Dominican, Nicaraguan, 

Salvadoran, Spaniard, and so on:___ 

 Yes, Cuban 

26. In this country, people come from many different countries and cultures, and there are 

many different words to describe the diverse backgrounds or ethnic groups that 

people come from. Some examples of the names of ethnic groups are Asian 

American, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Caucasian or White, German, Irish, 

Italian American, and many others. These questions are about your ethnicity or your 

ethnic group and how you feel about it or react to it. Please fill in: In terms of ethnic 

group, I consider myself to be ____________________ (include as many as you 

identify with). 

27. Would you be interested in being contacted for future follow-up studies? 

 Yes  No 
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APPENDIX D 

ADAPTED SUBTLE AND BLATANT RACISM SCALE 
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Scale for Asian participants: 

Please read the following statements and choose a response that best represents how 

frequent the situation applies to you. 

1____________2____________3___________4____________5 

    Almost never                     Almost always    

1. In the society, I am treated differently because I’m Asian. 

2. In the society, I am viewed with suspicion because I’m Asian. 

3. In the society, I am called names such as, “chink, gook, etc.” because I’m Asian. 

4. In the society, I am told “you speak English so well” because I’m Asian. 

5. In the society, I am overlooked because I’m Asian.  

6. In the society, I have been physically assaulted because I’m Asian.  

7. In the society, I am made fun of because I’m Asian.  

8. In the society, I am faced with barriers in society because I’m Asian.   
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Scale adapted for White participants: 

Please read the following statements and choose a response that best represents how 

frequent the situation applies to your partner based on your best knowledge. 

1____________2____________3___________4____________5 

 Almost never                   Almost always    

1. In the society, my partner is treated differently because he/she is Asian. 

2. In the society, my partner is viewed with suspicion because he/she is Asian. 

3. In the society, my partner is called names such as, “chink, gook, etc.” because he/she 

is Asian. 

4. In the society, my partner is told “you speak English so well” because he/she is 

Asian. 

5. In the society, my partner is overlooked because he/she is Asian.  

6. In the society, my partner has been physically assaulted because he/she is Asian.  

7. In the society, my partner is made fun of because he/she is Asian.  

8. In the society, my partner is faced with barriers in society because he/she is Asian.   
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APPENDIX E 

DEPRESSION, ANXIETY, AND STRESS-SHORT FORM 

  



 

174 

Please read each statement and circle a number 0, 1, 2 or 3 which indicates how much the 

statement applied to you over the past week. There are no right or wrong answers. Do not 

spend too much time on any statement/ 

0_________________1_________________2_________________3 

Did not apply        Applied to me to           Applied to me to  Applied to me  

 to me at all        some degree, or           a considerable degree, very much, or 

                                            some of the time        or a good part of time    most of the                  

                                                                                                                                time 

1. I found it hard to wind down. 

2. I was aware of dryness of my mouth.  

3. I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at all. 

4. I experienced breathing difficulty (e.g. excessively rapid breathing, breathlessness in 

the absence of physical exertion). 

5. I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things. 

6. I tended to over-react to situations.  

7. I experienced trembling (e.g. in the hands). 

8. I felt that I was using a lot of nervous energy.  

9. I was worried about situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself. 

10. I felt that I had nothing to look forward to.  

11. I found myself getting agitated. 

12. I found it difficult to relax.  

13. I felt down-hearted and blue. 

14. I was intolerant of anything that kept me from getting on with what I was doing. 
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15. I felt I was close to panic. 

16. I was unable to become enthusiastic about anything. 

17. I felt I wasn’t worth much as a person.  

18. I felt that I was rather touchy.  

19. I was aware of the action of my heart in the absence of physical exertion (e.g. sense 

of heart rate increase, heart missing a beat). 

20. I felt scared without any good reason. 

21. I felt that life was meaningless. 
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APPENDIX F 

DYADIC SATISFACTION SUBSCALE OF THE REVISED DYADIC ASSESSMENT 

SCALE  
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Most persons have disagreements in their relationships. Please indicate below the 

approximate extent of agreement or disagreement between you and your partner for each 

item on the following list. 

0___________1 ____________2____________3____________4____________5  

  All the time       Most of            More often       Occasionally        Rarely              Never  

                            the time              than not 

1. How often do you discuss or have you considered divorce, separation, or terminating 

your relationship? 

2. How often do you and your partner quarrel?  

3. Do you ever regret that you married, lived together, or are in the relationship 

together?  

4. How often do you and your partner “get on each other’s nerves?”  
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APPENDIX G 

RACISM SUBSCALE OF THE CONTEMPORARY CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

SCALE 
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Read each of the following statements. Using the 1–7 scale below, please rate your level 

of agreement with each statement. 

1__________2__________3__________4__________5__________6__________7 

Strongly     Disagree     Slightly  Neither Slightly Agree         Strongly 

disagree                      disagree                               agree                                  agree   

1. All Whites receive unearned privileges in U.S. society. 

2. The overrepresentation of Blacks and Latinos in prison is directly related to racist 

disciplinary policies in public schools. 

3. All Whites contribute to racism in the United States whether they intend to or not. 

4. More racial and ethnic diversity in colleges and universities should be a national 

priority. 

5. Reverse racism against Whites is just as harmful as traditional racism. (R) 

 

(R) = Reverse-coded Items  
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APPENDIX H 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Note. The following questions apply to individual interviews with both Asian and White 

partner. Any difference in wording of questions between Asian and White participants 

has been indicated in parenthesis. 

1. Thank you again for your interests in participating in this study. I know it has been 

some time since you completed the main research survey in Part 1 of this study, do 

you recall if any questions stood out to you? 

2. Have you and your partner discussed anything about this study? If so, what did you 

discuss? 

3. Tell me about your relationship. What attracted you to each other? 

a. How do you feel about your partner in general? 

b. How often do you spend time together? 

4. Tell me about your physical health. 

a. Is how you feel about your physical health related to your experiences with your 

partner? If so, in what ways?  

5. Tell me about what, within and outside your relationship, brings you stress.  

a. What, within and outside your relationship, brings you happiness? 

b. Is what brings you stress or happiness related to your experiences with your 

partner? If so, in what ways? 

6. Have you noticed any changes in yourself since you began your relationship? 

7. Have you noticed any changes in your partner since you began your relationship? 

8. Have you had any negative experiences related to your racial identity (or your 

partner’s racial identity for White participants)? 

a. Tell me about these experiences. 
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b. What about any negative experiences unique to being Asian male/female (or 

unique to your partner for being Asian male/female for White participants)? 

c. Have these experiences changed since you and your partner started your 

relationship? If so, how? 

d. Are there any other experiences related to your (or your partner’s for White 

participants) racial identity that you would like to share?  

e. How do you feel about having these negative experiences related to your racial 

identity (or your partner’s racial identity for White participants)? 

9. Have you had any discussion in your relationship about your or your partner’s racial 

identity? 

a. Who brings these topics up?  

b. How do you respond when your partner brings up a topic or experience related to 

their racial or other cultural identity? 

c. How does your partner respond when you bring up such topic or experience? 

d. How do you feel about your partner during and after these discussions? 

e. How do you feel about your relationship during and after these discussions? 

10. Have you had any unique encounters because you are in an Asian-White relationship? 

a. How do you feel about that? 

b. How do you cope with that? 

11. Have you become aware of any negative events that happen to Asians as a whole? 

a. What about unique experiences for being Asian male/female? 

b. How do you feel about that? 

c. How do you cope with that? 
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12. How do you learn about your partner’s cultural identity? 

a. How do you feel about your partner’s experiences related to his/her cultural 

identity?  

b. In what ways has learning about your partner’s cultural identity affected your own 

cultural identity? 

c. In what ways has learning about your partner’s experiences related to his/her 

cultural identity affected your feelings toward your partner? 

d. What about vice versa? 

e. Based on what you have noticed, in what ways has your cultural identity affected 

your partner’s cultural identity? 

f. In what ways has learning about the changes in you see in your partner’s cultural 

identity or related experiences affected your feelings toward your partner? 

g. What about vice versa? 

13. How do you think people with diverse background are treated in the society? Are they 

treated similarly or differently from each other? 

a. Tell me more. 

b. What has affected your views on how people with diverse background are treated 

(refer to what the participants responded)? 

c. Has your relationship affected your views on how people with diverse 

background are treated (refer to what the participants responded previously)? In 

what ways? 

d. Have your views affected your experiences in the current relationship? In what 

ways? 
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e. Have you discussed topics related to this with your partner? How did those 

conversations go? 

14. Have you done anything to bring awareness or to change how people with different 

background are treated (refer to what the participants responded previously)? 

a. Has your partner done anything to bring awareness or to change how people with 

different background are treated (refer to what the participants responded 

previously)? 

b. Have you done anything with your partner to bring awareness or to change on 

how people with diverse background are treated (refer to what the participants 

responded previously)? 

c. If applicable, has anything changed in how you engage in these actions after you 

began the current relationship? 

15. In this study, I am interested in learning if Asian partners’ experiences with racism, or 

negative experiences based on their race, are related to their individual experiences of 

psychological distress and relationship satisfaction. Psychological distress often 

reflects emotional distress like symptoms of depression and anxiety and stressful 

experiences. I am also interested if White partners’ perception of their Asian partner 

are related to their own individual psychological distress and relationship satisfaction. 

Moreover, I am exploring if partners’ experiences or perceptions affect one another. 

That is, if your experiences with racism (or perceptions of racism against your partner 

for White partners) affect your partner’s well-being. From your own experiences and 

knowledge, what would be your hypotheses/guesses? 
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a. Additionally, I am interested in knowing if Asian and White partners’ perceptions 

on the fairness of the society, or critical consciousness, are related to how they are 

affected by experiences or perceptions of racism. From your own experiences and 

knowledge, what would be your hypotheses/guesses? 

16. In Part 1 of the study, I distinguished blatant racism from subtle racism. Blatant 

racism indicates explicit racial bias or stereotypes, and subtle racism indicates 

implicit racial bias or stereotypes. I found that Asian partners who perceive more 

frequent blatant racism experience greater distress psychologically and White 

partners perceive more frequent blatant racism against their Asian partner also 

experience greater distress psychologically. What are your thoughts about these 

findings?  

a. Further, I found that for Asian partners who are more critically aware of racism in 

the society, they are more likely to be psychologically distressed if experiencing 

blatant racism themselves; however, if their White partners report higher critical 

consciousness, they are less likely to be psychologically distressed despite 

experiencing blatant racism themselves. The more frequent Asian partners 

experience blatant racism and the higher their White partner’s critical 

consciousness, the more likely their White partners report greater psychological 

distress. What are your thoughts about these findings? 

17. Experiences of blatant racism doesn’t affect any partner’s relationship satisfaction. 

What are your thoughts about these findings?  

a. Asian partners are more likely to report being less satisfied with their relationship 

if their White partners perceive more frequent experience of blatant racism 
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against them, or if they experience more frequent blatant racism and report higher 

critical consciousness. What are your thoughts about these findings? 

18. Findings are similar for subtle racism. Asian partners who perceive more frequent 

subtle racism experience greater distress psychologically and White partners perceive 

more frequent subtle racism against their Asian partner also experience greater 

distress psychologically. What are your thoughts about these findings? 

a. For couples in which White partners’ critical consciousness are higher, the Asian 

partners are less likely to feel psychologically distressed when they experience 

frequent subtle racism. What are your thoughts about these findings? 

19. A partners who experience more frequent subtle racism also report lower relationship 

satisfaction. This doesn’t appear to be affected by any partner’s critical 

consciousness. What are your thoughts about these findings? 

20. Do you have any questions about this interview? 

21. Do you have anything to add related to this study? 

 


