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Abstract

Since the outbreak of COVID-19, more incidents of anti-Asian racism have been reported
in Europe. Asians in Germany have been directly and indirectly exposed to racism, with
potential implications for their well-being and sense of belonging. This study aimed to
explore racism experiences among Korean residents in Germany since the outset of the
pandemic. It also examines how racism is associated with their life satisfaction and sense
of belonging to the host society. Our online survey of 552 Koreans residing in Germany
shows that since the beginning of the pandemic nearly 80% of them experienced direct
and/or indirect racism mainly in public places, public transportation, social media, and
mainstream media. Women, younger people, and temporary visa-holders were more
likely to experience racism than other groups. While the experience(s) of racism was
associated with lower life satisfaction, a stronger sense of belonging to local communities
and German society as a whole appeared to alleviate the negative effect of the racism
experience. This study shows the pervasiveness of anti-Asian racism in Germany, and
thus urges German society and local communities to commit to creating inclusive and
diverse environments alongside anti-racism efforts.
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Introduction

Amidst the global dissemination of coronavirus disease (hereafter COVID-19), a
surge in incidents of racism targeting individuals of Asian descent was observed.
The discriminatory experiences endured by the Asian ethnic group during this
period tended to diminish life satisfaction (e.g., Lee & Waters, 2021; Litam &
Oh, 2021) and sense of belonging within the host society (e.g., Kamp et al.,
2022; Park et al., 2023). In the German context, the Federal Anti-Discrimination
Agency documented a noteworthy influx of discriminatory incidents, with one
hundred cases reported within the initial three months of the pandemic’s onset
(Antidiskriminierungsstelle, 2020). This surge entailed an impact on the Asian
ethnic group, constituting nearly half of the reported cases. Individuals of Asian
descent found themselves unjustly associated with the virus, thereby subjected to
insults, threats, and discriminatory treatment across public spaces, workplaces,
and government agencies (Antidiskriminierungsstelle, 2020).

Based on an online survey method, the present study endeavours to delineate
the experiences of racism among Korean residents in Germany since the advent
of the pandemic. Furthermore, it seeks to illustrate the negative relationship
between their racism experiences and life satisfaction while exploring the crucial
role played by a sense of belonging to German society in mitigating the harmful
impact of racism. In concentrating on this specific and underrepresented demo-
graphic, our research contributes to the paucity of research concerning racism
encountered by Asian populations in both Germany and the broader European
context (Dollmann & Kogan, 2021; Jaspal & Lopes, 2021; Wang et al., 2021).
Thus, this study aims to address the following two research questions: (1) What
have been the experiences of racism among Korean residents in Germany since
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic? (2) How does a sense of belonging within
local communities and in Germany at large help mitigate the negative impacts of
racism on the life satisfaction of Korean residents?

Beyond its immediate demographic focus, our study augments the discourse
on racism by repositioning it as a contemporary social concern. Discussions sur-
rounding racism in Germany have been inextricably linked to its association with
the National Socialist era, fostering a prevailing narrative that positions it as a
historical rather than a contemporary societal problem (Scharathow, 2017). This
historical framing has led to the perception of recent instances of racism as indi-
vidualised phenomena, thereby neglecting the broader systemic dimensions that
underpin the issue (Jones, 2000). In addition to documenting cases of racism, our
study underscores the mitigating role of a sense of belonging within the host soci-
ety, particularly in the German context. The identified role of a sense of belong-
ing extends beyond the Korean community and holds relevance for other ethnic
groups within Germany and, by extension, within multicultural/-ethnic contexts
globally. Alongside theoretical approaches used in this paper to bring the prob-
lem of racism into contemporary space, the positionality of the research team as
members of the Korean diaspora located in the West contributes insight and lived
experience to the discussion. This novel perspective broadens the applicability of
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our findings, rendering them not only insightful within the realm of anti-Asian
racism but also relevant to the broader discourse on social cohesion in diverse
societies.

The structural organisation of this paper unfolds across four distinct sections.
Initially, it furnishes a brief introduction to anti-Asian racism within the context of
German society. Subsequently, the paper elucidates upon two pivotal conceptual
frameworks, namely, life satisfaction and sense of belonging — contextualising
these constructs within the framework of racism experiences, drawing upon extant
literature. The methodological section systematically delineates the procedure,
measures, and data analysis applied in this study, followed by the empirical results
derived from the online survey of 552 Korean residents in Germany. The latter part
of this paper engages in a comprehensive discussion that endeavours to illuminate
the association between racism, sense of belonging, and life satisfaction, including
the limitations in this study and offering directions for future research.

Anti-Asian Racism in Germany

Racism against individuals of Asian descent in the European context is not a recent
development precipitated by the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic; instead, it has
deep-seated historical roots, tracing back to the Yellow Peril discourse of the nine-
teenth century (Wang et al., 2021). This historical narrative encompassed the char-
acterisation of people from regions such as China, Japan, and the broader Eastern
region as inherently subordinate and distinct (Said, 1978, as cited in Roberto et al.,
2020). This framework aligns with classic racism, a paradigm entwined with the
legacy of colonialism, which stratifies individuals based on natural, biological, and
physical attributes (Wieviorka, 2018).

In the German context, racism has notably manifested in the sphere of physical
appearance that deviates from the established ‘normative idea of a typical German
appearance’ (Beigang et al., 2017, p. 289). Consequently, individuals from the Mid-
dle East, North Africa, and Asia encounter racial discrimination in various forms,
including disadvantages, exclusionary practices, and social marginalisation, as well
as instances of verbal and physical aggression, both in public and private domains.
Compared to other ethnic groups, Asians, when phenotypically identified, often con-
front the phenomenon of what is referred to as positive racism (Suda et al., 2020;
Mediendienst Integration, 2021). They are frequently considered model migrants,
a stereotype similarly applied to Asians in the United States, where they are often
typecast as ‘healthier, more hard-working, better educated, and more affluent than
other racial and ethnic groups’ (Cho, 2021, p. 2). In contrast, for instance, Turkish
immigrants in Germany tend to be underrated and face disadvantages in employ-
ment markets due to their ethnic background (Uslucan, 2017).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, anti-Asian racism has been indelibly linked
to the historical construct of the Yellow Peril, wherein individuals of Asian origin
have been unjustly held responsible for the emergence and spread of the plague, and
more recent outbreaks like Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) (Suda et al.,
2020). This racialised idea has been substantiated by a recent survey conducted by
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the German Centre for Integration and Migration Research during the pandemic.
The study aimed to collate the experiences of racism among individuals self-iden-
tifying as Asian and the attitudes of German society towards externally identified
Asian individuals. The findings revealed that 49% of the 703 Asian respondents
reported experiences of racism in the form of non-verbal and verbal abuse, physical
assaults, as well as institutional exclusion during the pandemic. Moreover, responses
from German participants indicated that 15% of the 803 German respondents agreed
that ‘Asians are responsible for the rapid spread of the coronavirus pandemic in Ger-
many’. Approximately 38% of self-identified white respondents also agreed with
the notion that Asians are fundamentally different or culturally inferior (Medien-
dienst Integration, 2021). These results underscore the profound racial discrimina-
tion experienced by individuals of Asian descent in Germany during the COVID-19
pandemic, and the persistence of racialised and culturalised prejudices against this
group remains a salient issue.

Experience of Racism and Its Impact on Life Satisfaction

Experiencing racial discrimination exerts a profound and enduring detrimental
impact on an individual’s life satisfaction. In this study, life satisfaction is operation-
ally defined as the cognitive assessment of subjective well-being, as proposed by
Diener (1984). This construct is contingent upon a myriad of determinants, encom-
passing, though not exhaustively, demographic characteristics, interpersonal rela-
tionships, social engagement, and mental and physical well-being. Extensive prior
research has consistently demonstrated a negative association between the experi-
ence of racism and an individual’s psychological and physical health (Harris et al.,
2006; Jaspal & Lopes, 2021; Lee & Waters, 2021; Straiton et al., 2019; Vines et al.,
2017). For instance, individuals who have been subjected to racial discrimination
report adverse psychological and physical consequences, such as feelings of insecu-
rity, sleep disturbances, or depression (Lee & Waters, 2021). These manifestations
of racism-induced psychological and physiological distress can lead to pronounced
disparities in health and life satisfaction.

Against the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic, characterised by reduced life
satisfaction stemming from imposed social isolation (Clair et al., 2021) and ampli-
fied concerns related to health (Singh et al., 2020; Soest et al., 2020), it is reasonable
to posit that the harmful effects of racism experiences may be more pronounced on
the decrease of life satisfaction among Asian people who have been subjected to
racism. Hence, it is imperative to deliberate upon strategies for mitigating the dimin-
ished life satisfaction resulting from encounters with racial discrimination and to
scrutinise the prospective roles that social communities in Germany shall assume in
this regard.

Sense of Belonging

A sense of belonging serves as a crucial psychological construct that provides a
buffer against the detrimental effects of racism on individual well-being (Choi et al.,

@ Springer



Korean Residents’ Experiences of Racism in Germany During... 2303

2021; Daley et al., 2018; Huang, 2020; Lewis et al., 2021; Park et al., 2023; Straiton
et al., 2019). This construct is defined by the degree to which individuals see them-
selves as integral members of a community. Here, a community is conceptualised
as a complex system encompassing relationships, organisations, and various envi-
ronments (Hagerty et al., 1992). Therefore, the sense of belonging can manifest in
diverse contexts, such as families, neighbourhoods, organisations, religious groups,
ethnic communities, and nations.

This study focuses on two specific domains of belonging: the local community
(sense of neighbourhood belonging) and the overarching society (sense of national
belonging). A local community or neighbourhood functions as a microcosm where
belonging or exclusion is shaped by social interactions with fellow residents (Young
et al., 2004). Correspondingly, a sense of national belonging operates within a macro
context, determined by one’s relationship with the nation’s culture, political system,
and social fabric (Donnaloja & McAvay, 2022).

The foundational tenets of belonging can be illuminated through Social Identity
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to this theory, affiliations with specific
social groups—Ilike neighbourhood communities or national societies—influence
an individual’s self-concept and emotional security (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). These
affiliations act as psychological buffers, alleviating racial discrimination’s negative
emotional and psychological impacts (Branscombe et al., 1999). Social Identity
Theory thus clarifies how group membership can enhance resilience by providing
validation, social support, and a means to positively reframe negative experiences
(Haslam et al., 2011).

Within the scope of this study, the bifocal lens of neighbourhood and national
belonging allows for a nuanced evaluation of protective factors at different social
scales. Specifically, neighbourhood belonging offers insights into immediate, local-
ised social structures, which can be sources of direct social support and commu-
nity resilience (Barwick & Beaman, 2019). Conversely, national belonging enables a
broader exploration into how alignment with a larger societal construct can act as a
protective factor (Wu & Finnsdottir, 2021).

Method
Positionality of the Research Team

This study' was conducted by researchers who are Korean migrants residing in the
West (specifically in Aotearoa New Zealand and Germany) and who are familiar
with the racism experienced by Asian settlers in Western countries. We represent
various generations of the Korean diaspora and examine the racism faced by Korean

! This research project involved using and adapting survey questionnaires from an earlier study on the
COVID-19 experiences of ’Asians’ in New Zealand, initiated in early 2021. Efforts were made to pre-
serve the fundamental structure of the survey questions used in New Zealand, with careful modifications
to both the survey instrument and response items to ensure relevance to the German context.
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migrant communities in Western countries through diverse disciplines, including
Asian Studies, Social Work, History, and Public Health). We collectively undertook
this project from an anti-racist standpoint, acknowledging that while we provide
a unique account of racism’s impact on one community, the ever-changing nature
of racism implies that no single account can be comprehensive. Furthermore, we
aim to emphasise the interconnectedness of racism’s diverse manifestations and the
harm they inflict on all racialised communities, along with the potential for shared
solutions to eliminate racism.

Procedure

As described in the introduction, this research was conducted during a time of
heightened anti-Asian racism in Germany, and our first-hand observations of these
events emphasised the need to record and examine these experiences of racism. This
quantitative research utilised a self-reported cross-sectional online survey. The target
group was ethnic Koreans (regardless of their nationality or their parents’ national-
ity) who were 16 years or older at the time of the survey. The questionnaire was
translated into German from the original Korean version. A professional translator
and bilingual researcher checked the accuracy of the translation of the question-
naire. A convenience sampling method was used in the present study. In light of
the absence of prior quantitative research conducted with Koreans in Germany, the
research team chose to employ a dual approach, integrating both traditional and
online sampling methods to study a population that is challenging to reach (Bal-
tar & Brunet, 2012). The team contacted organisations and associations related to
the Korean community in Germany and distributed the survey flyers through their
networks. In addition to this traditional snowball sampling method, the research
team posted Korean and German versions of the survey advertisement via Face-
book groups and websites frequently used by Koreans in Germany. In addition, the
online-based survey targeting Koreans living in Germany was carried out between
17 September and 24 October 2021 through the Qualtrics survey platform. Initially,
a total of 587 people fully or partially participated in the survey. After eliminating
35 cases with missing data (6%), 552 cases with complete responses were analysed
for the current study. Nearly 90% of respondents used the Korean language version
of the questionnaire, while the rest (10%) used the German version.

Measures

To measure the prevalence, setting, and responses to racism, we adapted the exist-
ing questionnaires from the General Social Survey (GSS) (Statistics New Zea-
land, 2018), the New Zealand Health Survey (NZHS) (Ministry of Health of New
Zealand, 2017), and the Human Rights Commission’s survey (Nielsen, 2021). As
designed in the GSS, we designed questions on the experience of racism via a two-
step process. First of all, participants were given a question asking their direct and/
or indirect racism experience after the COVID-19 outbreak (From January 2020 to
the time of survey participation), with response options yes, no, and prefer not to

@ Springer



Korean Residents’ Experiences of Racism in Germany During... 2305

answer. To only those who selected yes to this question, follow-up racism-related
questions were given to the respondents.

By modifying some questions about racism (e.g., the experience of verbal or
physical abuse, treated unfairly) from the NZHS (Ministry of Health of New Zea-
land, 2017), participants were asked to indicate the subject who experienced the
following racism types: verbal/written comments, physical attack, unfair treatment,
and/or microaggression. The response options for these questions were directed
at me, directed at a family member or a friend, directed at an individual or group
within the Korean community, and none of the above. In addition, to understand the
situation when racism happens and respond to the situation, we adapted some ques-
tions from the Human Rights Commission’s survey (Nielsen, 2021). Participants
were asked to indicate the setting(s) where they had experienced racism among the
list (e.g., public place, workplace, school, public transport, online/social media, or
mainstream media) and their reaction(s) to the racism experience (e.g., I ignored it/
did nothing at the time, talked to a friend/family member, stayed at home, or tried to
talk or challenge the person at the time).

By adopting a question on life satisfaction from the COVID-19 Health and Well-
being Survey (Ministry of Health of New Zealand, 2021), we designed questions
about life satisfaction as follows. Participants rated their overall life satisfaction in
Germany before and after the pandemic on a five-point scale (very dissatisfied, dis-
satisfied, neutral, satisfied, and very satisfied). As a measure of sense of belong-
ing in German society, participants were asked to rate their perceived belongingness
in a German local community where they reside and in Germany on a five-point
scale (strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, and strongly
agree). These questions were adapted from the Human Rights Commission’s survey
(Nielsen, 2021). In addition, participants were asked to provide their socio-demo-
graphic information on their gender, age group, country of birth, age at the time of
arrival to Germany, fluent language(s) for communication, visa status, educational
status, family and household in Germany, and current residential area.

Data Analysis

Data analyses were conducted in IBM SPSS ver.27. Descriptive statistics were used
to present participant socio-demographic characteristics, racism experience (i.e.,
prevalence and setting of, and response to racism), and the levels of life satisfaction
and sense of belonging in a local community and Germany. Concerning a question
about the racism experience, the research team excluded the two cases that preferred
not to answer the question and created a binary variable (i.e., yes or no options to the
racism experience question).

To examine the relations among racism experience, life satisfaction, and sense
of belonging, we compared mean levels of life satisfaction and sense of belonging
by racism experience (yes/no) and checked correlations between life satisfaction
and sense of belonging variables. In addition, we implemented a sequential logistic
regression to study the effect of racism experience and sense of belonging in Ger-
many on life satisfaction. Sequential logistic regression analysis offers the advantage
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of specifying the order in which predictor variables are introduced into the model
(Sawtelle et al., 2011). For logistic regression analysis, a five-point Likert point
scale of questions about a sense of belonging was converted to a binary variable
as follows: strongly disagree, disagree, and neither agree nor disagree were trans-
formed to a ‘low sense of belonging’, while agree and strongly agree options were
changed to a ‘high sense of belonging’. Similarly, a binary variable of life satisfac-
tion was created by transforming the response options very dissatisfied, dissatisfied,
and neutral into a ‘low satisfaction’ and the possibilities satisfied and very satisfied
into a ‘high satisfaction’.

Results
Population: Korean Residents in Germany

South Korean miners and nurses who arrived in West Germany as Gastarbeiter in
the 1960s founded the Korean community in the country (Shim, 2021), and today,
the Korean community in Germany is the largest one in Europe (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, 2021). According to the Republic of Korea’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and the Federal Statistical Office of Germany, there are 47,428 Korean residents in
Germany, including ethnic Koreans holding German nationality and Korean nation-
als (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Korea, 2021). There are 58.5%
female and 41.5% male. More than half of the Korean residents are temporary visa
holders (e.g., work visa, student visa, or business visa) (54.4%), and the rest are per-
manent visa holders of either German nationality or permanent residency (45.6%).
The five largest Korean communities in Germany are in the following federal states:
Hesse (25.1%), North Rhine-Westphalia (21.2%), Berlin (12.9%), Bayern (9.7%),
and Baden-Wiirttemberg (9.3%) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of
Korea, 2021).

Sample: Participant Characteristics

Table 1 summarises the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. Of
the total respondents (N=552), 71.9% were female, and 27% were male. The per-
centage of those who are gender diverse or those who did not state their gender
identity was only 1.1%. With regards to the age group, most of the respondents were
adults aged from 30 to 59 years old (accounted for 65%), followed by youth and
young adults aged from 16 to 29 years old (32.6%) and older adults aged 60 years
old or older (2%).

Nearly all respondents reported that they could use Korean fluently for their
communication (97.1%), while those who selected English and German were
42.9% and 38.2%, respectively. The respondents were predominantly the Ist
generation who came to Germany after the age of 18 (85.3%). A large number
of respondents were temporary visa holders (65.8%) and non-students (61.1%).
More than 40% of the respondents reported that they do not have family members
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents

Socio-demographic information Frequency Percentage
Gender

Female 397 71.9

Male 149 27.0

Other 6 1.1
Age group

Youth and young adults (16-29 years) 180 32.6

Adult (30-59 years) 359 65.0

Older adult (60 + years) 13 24
Fluent language for communication (multiple responses)

Korean 536 97.1

English 237 42.9

German 211 38.2
Generation

Ist generation 471 85.3

1.5 generation® 45 8.2

2nd generation 36 6.5
Visa status

Permanent (citizen, permanent residency visa) 189 34.2

Temporary (work visa, student visa, partner visa, etc.) 363 65.8

Student status

Student 215 38.9

Non-student 337 61.1
Family in Germany

Yes 318 57.6

No 234 424
Household in Germany

Household with more than two people 331 59.9

One-person household 221 40.1
State of residence

Hessen 169 30.6

North Rhine-Westphalia 75 13.6

Berlin 69 12.5

Bayern 58 10.5

Baden-Wiirttemberg 50 9.1

Other States 131 23.7

Note. N = 552. 1.5 generation: those migrated aged between 6 and 18 years (Bartley & Spoonley, 2008)

in Germany and are one-person households. Hessen was the state where the most
significant proportion of the survey respondents resided (30.6%), followed by
North Rhine-Westphalia (13.6%), Berlin (12.5%), Bayern (10.5%), and Baden-
Wiirttemberg (9.1%).

@ Springer



2308 J. ). Park et al.

Table 2 Prevalence of racism

types Types of racism Experience of racism (n=441; 79.9%)
y
Directly (n=392; 71.0%) Indirectly
(n=385;
69.7%)
Verbal/written 339 (61.4%) 339 (61.4%)
Physical 101 (18.3%) 291 (52.7%)
Unfair treatment 178 (32.2%) 225 (40.8%)
Microaggression 351 (63.6%) 292 (52.9%)

Note. N=552

Racism Experience

Regarding experiences of racism since the start of the pandemic (From January
2020 to the time of survey participation), eight in ten respondents (n=441; 79.9%)
reported that they had experienced racism directly and/or indirectly in Germany.
Specifically, Table 2 shows that 392 respondents (71% of the total) reported their
direct experience of racism during the pandemic period. Those who directly experi-
enced microaggression and/or verbal/written types of racism account for more than
60% of the total respondents. It should be noted that nearly 18% of the participants
reported being physically attacked during the same period. Next, nearly 70% of the
total respondents (n=2385) reported their indirect experience of racism directed at a
family member or a friend and/or at an individual or group within the Korean com-
munity. Notably, almost half of the participants reported their indirect experience of
physical attacks on their family, friends, and/or other Korean community members
in Germany.

We analysed the prevalence of racism experience by category to investigate
whether there was any statistically significant difference by sub-groups in each cat-
egory. Table 3 presents that the respondents from female, youth and young adult,
temporary visa holders, and student groups had a statistically higher frequency of
experiencing racism than their counterparts. There were no statistically significant
differences in the groups for fluent communication language (those who use Korean
only vs those who use German, English, and/or Korean) and in the groups for the
immigrant generation (1st, 1.5, and 2nd generations).

Follow-up questions about the settings of and responses to racism were given
to those who had experienced racism since the outbreak of COVID-19. Table 4
shows that a public place was the most prevalent racism setting (92.3%), followed
by public transportation/uber/taxi (48.3%), social media (35.1%), and mainstream
media (34.9%). In a situation when they experienced racism directly or indirectly,
a majority of participants (72.3%) reported that they ignored or did nothing in the
situation, and nearly 60% talked to a friend and/or family member about their racism
experience (participants could choose multiple responses). More than 30% of the
respondents reported that they reacted by staying home and not going out as much
(37.4%). A significant proportion of participants also reported proactively speaking
to or challenging the person who committed racism (34.2%).
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Table 3 Prevalence of racism by sub-category

Prevalence of racism by the total cases and by Racism experience Significance of difference
category (%)
Yes No Chi-square (df)
Gender
Female 336 (84.6) 61 (15.4) 18.66 (1)***
Male 100 (68.0) 47 (32.0)
Other 5(83.3) 1(16.7)
Age group
Youth and young adults (16-29 years) 161 (89.9) 18 (10.1) 23.20 (1)***
Adult (30-59 years) 274 (76.5) 84 (23.5)
Older adult (60 + years) 6 (46.2) 7(53.8)
Fluent language for communication
Korean only 172 (80.8) 41(19.2) ns
Other (German, English, and/or Korean) 269 (79.8) 68 (20.2)
Immigrant generation
1st generation 382 (81.4) 87 (18.6) ns
1.5 generation 33(73.3) 12(26.7)
2nd generation 26 (72.2) 10(27.8)
Visa status
Permanent 123 (65.1) 66 (34.9) 41.33 (1)***
Temporary 318 (88.1) 43(11.9)
Student status
Student 186 (86.9) 28 (13.1) 10.00 (1)**
Non-student 255(75.9) 81 (24.1)

Note. n = 550. Two cases selected ‘prefer not to answer’ to this question were excluded in this analysis
ns not significant ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Relationships Between Racism, Sense of Belonging, and Life Satisfaction

The respondents’ life satisfaction significantly dropped from m=3.55 (sd=0.79)
before-COVID to m=3.09 (sd=0.98) post-COVID. This section aimed to identify
potential factors that positively/negatively affect life satisfaction since COVID-19.
Table 5 compares the sense of belonging and life satisfaction according to (in)expe-
rience of racism since the outbreak of COVID-19. Those who had experienced rac-
ism post-COVID reported a significantly lower sense of belonging in the local area/
neighbourhood and Germany and significantly lower life satisfaction compared to
their counterparts. The mean score differences were moderate (Cohen’s d=0.51
and 0.53) or nearly moderate (d=0.49) in size. Koreans’ experiences of racism in
Germany seem to negatively affect their sense of belonging in the local community
and the host society, as well as their life satisfaction. Next, by checking correlations
between the sense of belonging and life satisfaction, we found positive associations
between the variables of interest. Participants’ life satisfaction post-COVID was
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Table 4 Settings of and responses to racism

Category Frequency Percentage

Settings of racism

Public place 407 92.3
Public transportation/uber/taxi 213 48.3
Social Media 155 35.1
Mainstream Media 154 349
School/Institution/University 57 12.9
Medical centre 47 10.7
Work 39 8.8
Bank, financial institution 27 6.1
Police office, court, prison 7 1.6
Home 3 0.7
Responses to racism
Iignored it/did nothing at the time 319 72.3
I talked to a friend/family member 264 59.9
I stayed at home. Didn’t go out as much 165 374
I tried to talk or challenge the person at the time 151 342
I talked about it/shared it with others on social media 74 16.8
I changed the way I behaved/ 22 5.0
I changed the way I looked/ my appearance 19 43
I reported it to the police 16 3.6
Note. n =441

Table 5 Mean score differences in sense of belonging and life satisfaction depending on the (in)experi-
ence of racism

Racism experience m (sd) Effect size
Yes No Cohen’s d
Sense of belonging
I feel a sense of belonging in my local community  2.64 (1.06) 3.16 (0.96) 0.51
I feel a sense of belonging in Germany 2.54 (1.04) 3.03 (0.98) 0.49
Life satisfaction post COVID-19 2.99 (0.96) 3.50 (0.95) 0.53

Note. n = 550. Two cases selected ‘prefer not to answer’ to this question were excluded from this analysis

positively correlated with a sense of belonging in their local area/neighbourhood
(r=0.38, p<0.001) and in Germany (r=0.44, p <0.001).

A sequential logistic regression was performed to ascertain the effects of rac-
ism experience and sense of belonging in a local community and Germany on the
likelihood that participants experience low life satisfaction (see Table 6). Model 1
shows that those who experienced racism post-COVID were 2.36 times more likely
to experience low life satisfaction than their counterparts. In Model 2 and Model 3,
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Table 6 A sequential logistic regression analysis

Covariate(s) p SE Wald df OddsRatio P-value 95% CI on Odds Ratio
Model 1
Racism experience .86 28 9.19 1 236 .002 [1.36, 4.12]
Model 2—-1
Racism experience 74 29 661 1 210 .010 [1.19, 3.71]
Sense of belonging in —-154 37 1783 1 .21 <.001 [0.11,0.44]
Germany
Model 2-2
Racism experience .76 29 686 1 213 .009 [1.21,3.75]
Sense of belonging in the -121 29 1751 1 .30 <.001 [0.17,0.53]
local community
Model 3
Racism experience 1 29 598 1 204 014 [1.15, 3.60]
Sense of belonging in —-1.14 40 826 1 .32 .004 [0.15,0.70]
Germany
Sense of belonging in the -.76 32 584 1 .47 .016 [0.25,0.87]

local community

Note. The dependent variable of this analysis is life satisfaction post-COVID

S regression coefficient, SE standard error, df degrees of freedom, CI confidence interval

by adding covariates of sense of belonging in Germany and the local community
sequentially, we found that these variables of sense of belonging were associated
with a decreased likelihood of experiencing lower life satisfaction. In addition, these
two covariate variables seem to have a buffering effect on the negative association
between the experience of racism and life satisfaction by reducing the odds ratio
from 2.36 (model 1) to 2.10 (model 2) and 2.04 (model 3).

Discussion
Korean Residents’ Racism Matter in Germany in the Era of COVID-19

Although multiple mainstream and social media sources reported an increase in
Anti-Asian attacks and hate crimes in Germany and other European countries
since the outbreak of COVID-19, there have only been a limited number of stud-
ies on Asians’ experiences of racism. The main contribution of this study is that it
is the first study empirically demonstrating the prevalence of racism experienced
by Korean residents in Germany. We found that racism is a widespread problem
for the Korean community in Germany. Strikingly, nearly 70% of the 552 Korean
respondents reported a direct experience of racism. This rate is significantly
higher than the previous studies on Asians in Germany (49% of the respondents),
Chinese American parents and youths in America (51% and 50%, respectively),
Chinese in France (33%), and Asians in New Zealand (31%) (Cheah et al., 2020;
Jaung et al., 2022; Mediendienst Integration, 2021; Wang et al., 2021). While
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our study does not provide definitive evidence on whether Korean residents in
Germany tend to experience more racism compared to other Asian ethnic groups
in Germany, our data provide convincing evidence that the experience of racism
among Koreans living in Germany is widespread and salient.

Another contribution of this study is that it shows which groups of Koreans tend
to be more exposed to racism in Germany. We found that females, younger people
(16-29 years old), temporary visa holders, and student groups are more likely to
experience racism than other groups. These findings are partly consistent with Wang
et al.’s (2021) study conducted in France, which indicates that young people aged
30 years old or younger are more inclined to experience racism compared to their
counterparts. Variables such as language fluency and generation of immigration did
not show significant between-group differences in racism experience. These results
imply that the participants’ exposure to racism is likely to be provoked by appearance
characteristics associated with groups experiencing discrimination within German
society (e.g., gender, age, ethnicity) (Beigang et al., 2017), no matter how well they
speak German or how long they have settled in Germany.

This paper also provides an overview of the types and settings of racism Korean
residents experienced in Germany. In terms of the types of racism (i.e., verbal
attack, physical attack, treated differently, and microaggression), verbal attacks and
microaggression tend to be more prevalent in the current study, consistent with the
study on Asians in Germany (Mediendienst Integration, 2021). Moreover, while
approximately 11% of Asian respondents in Germany reported encountering physi-
cal attacks (Mediendienst Integration, 2021), this study reveals that nearly 18% of
all Korean respondents experienced direct physical attacks. Notably, nearly half of
the total respondents reported that they saw and/or heard the Koreans’ incidents of
physical attacks. This finding suggests that there was a high level of awareness about
incidents of anti-Asian violence among Korean residents in Germany. Furthermore,
this finding highlights the similar experiences of Korean residents in Germany and
Chinese residents in the US and France during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both
groups experienced similar patterns of racism, both directly and indirectly, including
discriminatory treatment, verbal abuse, and physical assaults (Cheah et al., 2020;
Wang et al., 2021). This suggests common challenges faced by Asian communities
in various regions during the pandemic.

Racism against Korean people mainly manifests in public spaces (e.g., parks,
cafes, and restaurants), public transport (e.g., subway, bus, and taxi), social media,
and mainstream media. Still, racism towards Korean residents in Germany appeared
predominantly in public settings, with approximately 90%, different from the case
of the Asian Australians’ racism experience in the online platform, illustrating
the characteristic of the environment where racism occurs in the German context
(Ballantyne & Giarrusso, 2023). Moreover, consistent with previous research
conducted with Asian residents in Germany (Mediendienst Integration, 2021),
we also identified that Korean residents in Germany experienced institutional
types of racism at academic, medical, and financial institutions and workplaces.
Taken together, our findings demonstrate the severity of racism experienced by
Korean residents in Germany and show that most racism happens in public spaces
and essential institutions. Nevertheless, generalising these findings to the broader
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German society requires careful consideration of the unique circumstances and
challenges posed by the pandemic period.

Association Between Racism, Sense of Belonging, and Life Satisfaction

Another purpose of this study is to see if and how much the racist experience con-
tributes to a sense of belonging. Those who experienced racism during the pan-
demic reported a lowered sense of belonging in their local communities and general
German society than those who did not experience racism. A sense of belonging
involves how much a person feels secure, accepted, and being a part of one’s group
or nation (Wu et al., 2011). Lowered sense of belonging in their local communities
after experiencing discrimination is consistent with previous research, which dem-
onstrated a link between the experience of racism and a lowered sense of belonging
in one’s group or country (Carvallo & Pelham, 2006; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hus-
sain & Jones, 2019). The mechanism of the relationship between the experience of
racism and the sense of belonging to the local community has not yet been clearly
proven. However, given the finding that a public place was the most prevalent rac-
ism setting (i.e., nine out of 10), the racism experience seems to threaten their sense
of safety and acceptance in their local community, and this, in turn, might weaken
their sense of belonging to the local neighbourhoods. In addition, consistent with
the literature on racial discrimination and national sense of belonging (Chow, 2007,
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2009; Wu & Finnsdottir, 2021), our study posits that racism
experiences are related to a lowered sense of belonging in German society. Consid-
ering that racism experiences occurred among the participants regardless of their
fluency level in the German language and length of residence period, the experience
of racism seems to trigger a question on whether they are accepted as a member
of Germany, resulting in a lowered level of sense of belonging in German society
among those who experienced racism during the pandemic.

In this study, we also explored the effects of the experiences of racism on Korean
participants’ satisfaction with life in Germany during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
pandemic, even without experiences of racism, has significantly impacted the over-
all life satisfaction of the population in Germany and other countries (Ammar et al.,
2020; Mohring et al., 2021; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021). In a cross-continental study
encompassing Europe, North Africa, Western Asia, and the United States, a sam-
ple of 1,047 participants was examined to gauge the impact of the pandemic and
associated lockdown measures on life satisfaction. The findings revealed a signifi-
cant decline in life satisfaction levels, with the proportion of individuals reporting
satisfaction with their lives decreasing from 61 to 30% following the implementa-
tion of pandemic-related restrictions (Ammar et al., 2020). Our study also confirms
that the participants’ overall levels of life satisfaction significantly dropped after the
pandemic outbreak. Though the COVID-19 pandemic lowered the general level of
life satisfaction, it did not affect everyone equally. Drawing on data from the current
study, we identified that eight out of 10 Korean participants directly and/or indirectly
experienced racism. Those who experienced racism during the pandemic reported
moderately lower life satisfaction than those who did not experience racism. The
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results of this research are consistent with previous studies, which demonstrate a
link between the experience of racism and lower life satisfaction in the context of
the pandemic outbreak (Cheah et al., 2020; Jaspal & Lopes, 2021; Lee & Waters,
2021; Litam & Oh, 2021; C. Wu et al., 2021). By looking at how life satisfaction
is influenced by the experiences of racism induced during the COVID-19 outbreak,
this study suggests that great attention needs to be paid to supporting the psycholog-
ical well-being of individual Asians who face increasing anti-Asian discrimination
and hate incidents across Germany and in other countries (Antidiskriminierungss-
telle, 2020; Dollmann & Kogan, 2021; Jaspal & Lopes, 2021; Lee & Waters, 2021;
Wang et al., 2021).

Even though these findings confirm that experiencing racism is negatively related
to a sense of belonging in local communities and German society and life satisfac-
tion, the findings from the sequential logistic regression suggest a possible buffer-
ing effect of the sense of belonging on the negative association between experi-
ence of racism and life satisfaction. Participants with a high sense of belonging in
either their local community or German society reported a diminished probability of
experiencing a low level of life satisfaction, and those with a high sense of belong-
ing in their local community and German society reported the weakest probability
of experiencing low levels of life satisfaction. This is consistent with the body of
work emphasising the importance of a sense of belonging in one’s community or
the country for life satisfaction (Chow, 2007; Clair et al., 2021). It can, therefore, be
assumed that having a sense of belonging to the local neighbourhood and German
society is protective in the current climate of anti-Asian racism and could help pre-
vent experiencing a low level of life satisfaction among Koreans living in Germany.
However, it should be noted that having a sense of belonging may not be easy for
those who have experienced racism (Carvallo & Pelham, 2006; Hurtado & Carter,
1997; Hussain & Jones, 2019; Liu et al., 2014; Z. Wu & Finnsdottir, 2021). The
decreased life satisfaction in those who experienced racism reveals a significant
need for social interventions to ensure they feel safe, accepted, and supported by the
society they belong to (Wu et al., 2011).

Limitations

The cross-sectional design of this survey limits our ability to comment on causal
relationships based on our findings or conduct formal mediation analyses. This is
particularly important to note in the ever-changing context of the social impacts of
COVID-19, which a single survey cannot capture. Additionally, the self-reported
nature of survey data may have introduced bias related to recall or social acceptabil-
ity. The latter point was minimised by designing the survey to collect de-identified
data only. Another limitation of this survey is the convenience sampling technique,
which resulted in an overrepresentation of female and temporary visa-holding partic-
ipants. We note that these groups are also overrepresented in the overall population
of Korean residents in Germany, although the degree of overrepresentation is more
significant in our participant pool. The results of our study also suggest that there
may be increased interest in racism in these groups as they are disproportionately
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exposed to these experiences. Additionally, the regional distribution of participants
reflects the distribution of the Korean population in Germany, suggesting that our
sample population is a reasonable representation of the broader population in this
sense. In particular, the online-only survey format and use of Korean community
networks to recruit participants may have excluded potential participants with lim-
ited internet access or literacy and Korean residents who are not connected to a
Korean community in Germany, respectively.

The way in which experiences of racism are identified in this survey is limited
by its predominant focus on interpersonal racism. Although structural or institu-
tional racism causes harm on a much wider scale, these forms are more difficult
to detect as they are often ubiquitous. Therefore, the prevalence of racism reported
in this study is likely to underestimate the scale of racism to which participants are
exposed. Furthermore, our survey is also limited in considering how experiences of
racism intersect with other types of discrimination, such as gender and sexual iden-
tity, socioeconomic deprivation and disability (see Li & Chen, 2021; Mereish, 2012;
Wei, 1995). We also note that our survey focuses on the victims of racism rather
than those who enact racism. Although our findings help identify where anti-racism
actions are most needed, they are limited in getting to the ‘root cause’ and proposing
preventative strategies to reduce and eliminate racism.

Future Directions and Implications

Given the strong association between racism and life satisfaction demonstrated by
our study and reflected in other research into the impact of racism, we support rec-
ommendations around strengthening data collection on racism. This includes meas-
uring structural, interpersonal, and other levels of racism and longitudinal meas-
ures that assist in determining causal relationships between racism and a range of
health (disease-specific, access, quality of services) and well-being outcomes, as
well as variables which mediate these relationships (e.g., sense of belonging, pro-
tective relationships, socioeconomic position). These findings will inform how best
to support communities experiencing racism. Quantitative research findings such as
the current survey must be complemented by qualitative data, which highlights the
unique voices and lived experiences of communities affected by racism, especially
those who are identified as being exposed to disproportionately high levels of racism
or face intersecting forms of discrimination.

Although our research approach and context are novel, the harm of racism in all
its forms is already extensively researched. Research that moves beyond reporting
racism to address racism is needed. This should include approaches that involve
the participation of affected communities and work toward eliminating sources of
racism in society, including policies, institutions, and cultural norms. Establishing
community support services specifically designed for people who have experienced
racism is also essential. These initiatives play a critical role in creating safe spaces
in the community, encouraging the sharing of experiences, and providing channels
for obtaining social assistance. A sense of belonging can be developed and strength-
ened by such initiatives, as can general well-being. In addition, it is critical to fortify
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national and local anti-racism initiatives at the policy level. This means putting in
place educational campaigns and training programs for businesses, public areas,
and institutions. These initiatives foster a more inclusive society while also increas-
ing knowledge of cultural variety. Recognising the urgency of this focus area, espe-
cially given the prevalence of racism in physical and virtual public spaces, local and
national governments have a responsibility to support this work.

Future research should delve deeper into the subtle shifts in identity and community
dynamics, especially the transition from being perceived as a model minority to
experiencing increased racialisation. Investigating the impact of these experiences
on Koreans’ life satisfaction, sense of belonging, community cohesion, and self-
identification can yield more profound insights into the intricate relationship between
racism and ethnic identity. Additionally, it is crucial to examine whether the racialisation
process has strengthened community bonds among Koreans and other Asian groups,
potentially fostering a more unified stance against racism. Moreover, understanding
how these experiences have intensified self-identification as Korean or Asian can aid
in developing targeted support systems and interventions to enhance the well-being of
these communities.
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