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About Pew Research Center
Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes
and trends shaping the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center conducts public
opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social science
research. It studies U.S. politics and policy; journalism and media; internet, science and
technology; religion and public life; Hispanic trends; global attitudes and trends; and U.S. social
and demographic trends. All of the Center’s reports are available at www.pewresearch.org. Pew
Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder.
© Pew Research Center 2021
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How we did this
This report examines how often – and in what context – lawmakers mention Asian Americans in
their public-facing communications on social media. To conduct this analysis, Pew Research
Center collected every Facebook post and tweet created by every voting member of Congress
between Jan. 1, 2016, and April 5, 2021. The analysis includes official, campaign and personal
accounts.
Researchers from the Center identified all posts that directly mentioned Asian Americans, either
collectively or in the context of smaller subgroups, using a list of keywords. These keywords
include the term “Asian American”; acronyms like “AAPI” that are commonly used to describe
Asian Americans; names of the most common Asian American origin groups as defined by the U.S.
Census Bureau (such as “Chinese American” or “Pakistani American”); and common hashtags
relevant to Asian Americans (such as #APAHM, used to refer to Asian Pacific American Heritage
Month). Researchers did not search for mentions of Asian American individuals by name.
In addition to identifying all posts in this time period that referenced these terms, researchers
from the Center also conducted an in-depth content analysis of posts from January 1, 2020, to
April 5, 2021 to identify those expressing concern about racism, discrimination or xenophobia
against the Asian American community.
See the Methodology for more on how this analysis was conducted.
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Asian Americans are defined by their diversity.
With roots in more than 20 different countries, the
Asian American population as a group nearly
doubled between 2000 and 2019. Demographic
shifts have led to increased prominence for Asian
Americans in the voting booth and the halls of
Congress. At the same time, 32% of Asian adults
say they have feared that someone might threaten
or physically attack them due to their race in the
wake of violent incidents against Asian Americans
during the ongoing coronavirus outbreak.
In the midst of these political and cultural
developments, a Pew Research Center analysis of
more than five years of congressional social media
activity finds that lawmakers are increasingly
mentioning Asian Americans on Facebook and
Twitter.

Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific
Islanders are often referenced as a single entity,
although each group has its own unique histories,
cultures, languages and other characteristics. This
report primarily focuses on lawmaker references to
Asian Americans in social media posts, and identified
these posts in part by looking for mentions of their
detailed origin groups. But in order to capture as many
relevant posts as possible, the search terms also
included common acronyms or phrases that are
relevant to Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and
Pacific Islanders alike (such as “AAPI”).
In addition, the Center’s historical database of
congressional social media data includes only voting
members of Congress. As such, it does not include
delegates from Guam, American Samoa or the
Northern Mariana Islands (or those from Puerto Rico,
the Virgin Islands or District of Columbia).

From 2016 through 2019, lawmaker mentions of
Asian Americans on social media – either of the population at large or of smaller subgroups –
followed a relatively predictable pattern. Members of Congress collectively mentioned this group
fewer than 2,000 times in each of these years, with monthly mentions consistently reaching their
peak as lawmakers commemorated Asian Pacific American Heritage Month in May.1
The volume and timing of these posts diverged from the 2016-2019 trend starting in early 2020, as
members of Congress produced more than 1,400 posts mentioning Asian Americans in the first
four months of that year. And in three first three months of 2021, lawmakers have greatly
surpassed the total number of yearly mentions of Asian Americans in every year from 2016

1

Over the same time period, U.S. lawmakers averaged 4,838 posts a year that included the terms “Hispanic,” “Latino,” “Latina” or “Latinx.”
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through 2019 – and have nearly exceeded the total number of mentions from all of the previously
record-setting year of 2020.2

Collectively, Congress produces a vast amount of social media content. As a result, the 3,557 posts mentioning Asian Americans in the first
three months of the year represent a small fraction of the 272,031 total posts produced by lawmakers over that time.
2
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Lawmaker mentions of Asian Americans on social media increased starting in 2020
and rose dramatically in March 2021
Number of Facebook and Twitter posts from members of Congress mentioning Asian Americans

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of congressional social media data from the Twitter API, Facebook Graph API and CrowdTangle, a public
insights tool owned by Facebook, Jan. 1, 2016–April 5, 2021.
“How U.S. Lawmakers Have Discussed Asian Americans on Social Media”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

In the month of March 2021 alone – before the fatal shooting of six Asian women and two other
people in the Atlanta area on March 16, as well as several other prominent incidents of anti-Asian
violence – lawmakers posted over 2,500 references to Asian Americans, a figure that is larger than
the yearly totals for any year prior to 2020.
In addition to producing a larger volume of posts that reference Asian Americans, a greater share
of lawmakers are taking part in this conversation than was true in past years. In 2016, 167
members of Congress (representing 31% of active members during that time) posted on social
media mentioning Asian Americans. In the first three months of 2021, 312 members – or 59% of
all active lawmakers – have done so.
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Democratic lawmakers have produced the vast
majority of congressional posts mentioning
Asian Americans since the Center began
systematically collecting these tweets and
Facebook posts. In every year dating back to
2016, Democratic members of Congress have
accounted for a minimum of 83% of posts
mentioning Asian Americans.

Vast majority of congressional
social media posts mentioning Asian
Americans came from Democrats
Number of Facebook and Twitter posts from members of
Congress mentioning Asian Americans

More recently, Republican lawmakers have
produced just 391 of the 7,263 such posts from
members dating back to January 2020
(Democrats produced the remaining 6,872).
During that same period, 93% of Democratic
lawmakers – but just 32% of Republicans – have
made at least one explicit reference to Asian
Americans on social media.
Members of Congress who are themselves Asian
American or Pacific Islander American also
produce an outsize share of these posts. This
group has comprised just 4% of active lawmakers
and have produced 6% of all congressional posts
on Facebook and Twitter – on any topic – dating
back to January 2020.3 But these members
produced roughly one-third (36%) of all social
media posts mentioning Asian Americans during
that time period.

Note: 2021 figures include data through April 5.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of congressional social
media data from the Twitter API, Facebook Graph API and
CrowdTangle, a public insights tool owned by Facebook, Jan. 1,
2016–April 5, 2021.
“How U.S. Lawmakers Have Discussed Asian Americans on Social
Media”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

This prominent role that Asian or Pacific Islander American lawmakers play in this online
discussion spans party affiliation. Some 6% of Democrats in the current (117th) Congress are of
Asian or Pacific Islander origin, but these lawmakers have accounted for one-third (33%) of all
posts from Democratic lawmakers mentioning Asian Americans in 2021. Similarly, the 1% of
Racial and ethnic classifications for lawmakers are taken from historical lists of Asian and Pacific Islander American, Black and Hispanic
lawmakers maintained by the Office of the Historian of the U.S. House of Representatives.
3
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Republican lawmakers who are Asian or Pacific Islander American have produced 42% of all such
posts from Republican members during that time period.

Six major origin groups – Chinese, Indian, Filipino, Vietnamese, Korean and Japanese Americans
– comprise the vast majority of Asians in the United States. And these same six groups also
account for the overwhelming majority of references to Asian American origin groups by
lawmakers on social media.

Korean and Japanese Americans mentioned more

But certain origin groups are
often by lawmakers on social media relative to their
mentioned disproportionately
share of the Asian American population
by lawmakers on social media
Origin groups included most often in Facebook and Twitter posts from
relative to their share of the
members of Congress that mention Asian American origin groups,
compared with group’s share of Asian American population
Asian American population. In
particular, Japanese and Korean
Americans have been
overrepresented by this metric.
From Jan. 1. 2016, to April 5,
2021, Japanese Americans were
mentioned in 20% of posts that
referenced Asian American
origin groups, more than three
times their share of the Asian
American population (6%). And
references to Korean Americans
accounted for 23% of lawmaker
mentions of Asian American
origin groups, despite this group
making up just 8% of the Asian
American population.
Notably, Korean and Japanese
Americans are overrepresented
in Congress itself in relation to
their respective population sizes.

Note: “Chinese” does not include Taiwanese.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of congressional social media data from the Twitter
API, Facebook Graph API and CrowdTangle, a public insights tool owned by Facebook, Jan.
1, 2016–April 5, 2021. Origin group population data are from Pew Research Center
Analysis of 2019 American Community Survey 1-year estimates.
“How U.S. Lawmakers Have Discussed Asian Americans on Social Media”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Of the 24 Asian or Pacific Islander members who served over the entire time period, 10 of them
are of either Korean or Japanese descent. And when Asian American lawmakers mention specific
origin groups in their posts, they tend to reference their own more than any other.
Some origin groups have grown more or less prominent in lawmaker mentions over time. Dating
back to 2016, mentions of Chinese Americans have accounted for 20% of lawmaker mentions of
Asian origin groups – a figure that is roughly in line with their share of the population. But in
2020 and 2021, mentions of Chinese Americans have made up nearly one-third (34%) of
lawmaker origin group references. Conversely, since 2020 mentions of Indian Americans have
made up a smaller share of lawmaker references to Asian origin groups than in the four years
prior.
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Examples of posts mentioning concern about
violence or discrimination toward Asian
Americans
“The attacks in Atlanta are horrifying & tragic. Six #AAPI women
were killed. My thoughts & prayers are with the families that have
lost loved ones during this unconscionable tragedy. While the
investigation is ongoing, I join the AAPI community against the
hate and attacks.” – Rep Young Kim, R-Calif., March 17, 2021

Since early 2020, one area of
“Viruses don’t have an ethnicity. There’s no place for this kind of
topical focus has stood out over all
blatant, senseless racism anywhere, and particularly not in CAothers in lawmaker posts
17.” ‘Multiple Asian-owned businesses targets of vandalism in San
mentioning Asian Americans. Of
Jose https://t.co/sKS0Q4D2Uq’ – Rep. Ro Khanna, D-Calif., April
the more than 7,000 posts that
23, 2020
mentioned Asian Americans from
“If you are poor, Black, Latinx, Asian American, Pacific Islander or
Jan. 1, 2020, through April 5, 2021,
Indigenous, you are at much greater risk during this pandemic.
64% mentioned or expressed
Democrats are committed to ensuring America’s response
concern about racism,
addresses that disparity – and it is time Republicans joined us in
discrimination, xenophobia or
that fight. https://t.co/RydHB7FjBJ” – Rep. Barbara Lee, D-Calif.,
violence toward Asian Americans.
Oct. 17, 2020
Certain key topics and events stand
“Asian American women earn as little as $.50 for every $1 a white
out within these posts. Many posts
man makes doing the same job. That pay gap means it's harder to
were spurred by the Atlanta spa
afford healthcare and groceries, hurting families & communities.
shootings and other acts of violence
The House already passed #PacycheckFairness. It's time the
against Asian Americans in March
Senate acts! #AAPIEqualPay” – Rep. Judy Chu, D-Calif., Feb. 11,
2021. As noted above, lawmakers
2020
produced a record number of posts
mentioning Asian Americans
during that month. And nearly all of these posts (91%) expressed concern about violence, racism
or discrimination against Asian Americans.
Another set of posts mention violence, racism or discrimination toward Asian Americans during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some 33% of all posts mentioning concern about Asian Americans since
the beginning of 2020 explicitly mentioned terms such as “COVID,” “pandemic” or “coronavirus.”
The remaining posts are a broad mix that make reference to prominent historical events or to
general disparities and inequities in the Asian American community. These posts cover a wide
range of events and topics, such as the importance of Asian American participation in the 2020
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census; remembrances of the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II;
disproportionate health outcomes among Asian Americans; and Asian representation in movies
and popular culture.
As is true of posts that mention Asian Americans more broadly, Democratic lawmakers have
produced the vast majority (97%) of these posts that express concern about the Asian American
community. And nearly half (45%) of active Democratic lawmakers have produced at least one
such post since January 2020, compared with just 6% of Republicans.
In many cases, these expressions of concern include Asian Americans as one group in a broader set
of racial and ethnic groups who have experienced historic or ongoing discrimination. Some 11% of
these posts also include mentions of groups such as Black, Hispanic or Native Americans along
with Asian Americans.
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Since the beginning of 2020, #StopAsianHate has been the most common hashtag used in
lawmaker posts mentioning the Asian American community. Some 35% of active lawmakers used
this hashtag from Jan. 1, 2020, through April 5, 2021, while 14% used the similar #StopAAPIHate
hashtag.
The use of each hashtag increased dramatically
in the wake of the Atlanta spa shootings on
March 16, 2021. From the beginning of 2020
through March 15, 2021, lawmakers used these
hashtags just 93 times. But from March 16
through April 5, 2021, these two hashtags were
used by lawmakers a total of 1,265 times. As is
true of social media posts mentioning Asian
Americans more broadly, the vast majority of
posts mentioning these two hashtags (99%) were
produced by Democratic lawmakers.
Other popular hashtags in posts mentioning
Asian Americans touch on a variety of issues.
They include those related to the COVID-19
pandemic (#covid19, #coronavirus), concerns
about equal pay for Asian Americans
(#aapiequalpay), the 2020 census
(#2020census) and a variety of other hashtags
related to the broader community.

Hashtags denouncing violence and
discrimination have been prevalent in
congressional social media posts
mentioning Asian Americans
% of members of Congress who have used the following
hashtags in Facebook or Twitter posts mentioning Asian
Americans

Note: 2021 figures include data through April 5.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of congressional social
media data from the Twitter API, Facebook Graph API and
CrowdTangle, a public insights tool owned by Facebook, Jan. 1,
2020–April 5, 2021.
“How U.S. Lawmakers Have Discussed Asian Americans on Social
Media”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Beyond posts directly mentioning Asian Americans and their
origin groups, there is a broader universe of lawmaker social
media posts that mention Asian countries without any reference
to Asian Americans specifically. For instance, this might include
a post in which the writer refers to “China” or “Chinese people,”
but does not mention “Chinese Americans.” All told, lawmakers
produced more than 30,000 such posts mentioning Asian people
or countries from the beginning of 2020 through April 5, 2021.
That is more than four times as many as mentioned Asian
Americans.

Republican lawmakers
produce most mentions of
Asian countries or people
on social media
Number of lawmaker posts on
Facebook or Twitter from 2020
to 2021 that …

The vast majority of both Democratic (96%) and Republican
(98%) lawmakers have posted at least once since early 2020
about Asian countries or their populations. But Republican
members of Congress have produced a much greater share of the
total number of congressional posts mentioning these terms. Of
the just over 30,000 posts since the beginning of 2020 that met
this criteria, more than 22,000 of them (75% of the total) were
posted by congressional Republicans.
To put these figures in context, since January 2020 Democratic
members of Congress have created a similar number of posts on
Facebook and Twitter mentioning Asian Americans (6,874) and
mentioning Asian countries or origin groups (7,695). But in the
same time period, Republican lawmakers have shared 58 times
as many posts mentioning Asian countries and people (22,493)
as have mentioned Asian Americans (391).

Note: 2021 figures include data through
April 5.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of
congressional social media data from the
Twitter API, Facebook Graph API and
CrowdTangle, a public insights tool owned by
Facebook, Jan. 1, 2020–April 5, 2021.
“How U.S. Lawmakers Have Discussed Asian
Americans on Social Media”
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Some 90% of posts by members of Congress in this category
mentioned “China” and the “Chinese” origin group specifically. The next most prevalent countries
and people mentioned are “Vietnam/Vietnamese” (8%) and “Korea/Korean” (6%).
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Methodology
This analysis examines a complete set of Facebook posts and tweets created on any account
managed by any voting member of the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives between Jan. 1,
2016, and April 5, 2021. Researchers used the Facebook Graph API, CrowdTangle4 API and
Twitter API to download the posts. The resulting dataset contains more than 1.5 million Facebook
posts from 772 different members of Congress who used a total of 1,517 Facebook accounts, and
more than 3.5 million tweets from 770 different members of Congress who used a total of 1,462
Twitter accounts.
This analysis includes all text from these Facebook and Twitter posts, including image captions
and emojis. Photo and video posts were not included in this analysis unless the post also contained
meaningful text, such as a caption. Text that appeared only within images was not included in the
analysis. Posts by nonvoting representatives were also excluded.
The broader data collection process is described in more detail here.

Identification of posts mentioning Asian Americans
Researchers from Pew Research Center identified all posts over the entire time frame that
mentioned Asian Americans using a case-insensitive regular expression (a pattern of keywords
and text formatting). To develop the list of keywords, researchers started with a set of terms that
included common acronyms, origin group names and hashtags that were clearly related to Asian
Americans, then used pointwise mutual information to find related terms that were positively
associated with two or more of the initial keywords.5 Researchers then examined these terms, and
those that were related to the concept of interest were added into the list of keywords. This process
was repeated several times until researchers could not find any additional related terms. The
identification process included common variants of each term, such as singular and plural
expressions. The final set of keywords used to identify these posts included those listed below.
Mentions of Asian American individuals by name, outside the context of other relevant terms and
keywords, were not coded for this analysis.

CrowdTangle is a public insights tool owned by Facebook.
Researchers used the find_related_keywords function, which is part of Pew Research Center’s open source Python package called
pewanalytics for this step; see documentation here.
4
5
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Terms and acronyms commonly used to describe Asian Americans, the Asian American
community or organizations that focus on the Asian American community:
▪
▪

Asian American
AAPI, APIA, APAICS, CAPAC, APAHM

Names of the most common Asian American origin groups as reported in the U.S. Census Bureau's
American Community Survey:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

Bangladeshi American
Bhutanese American
Burmese American
Cambodian American
Chinese American
Filipino American
Hmong American
Indian American
Indonesian American
Japanese American
Korean American
Laotian American
Malaysian American
Mongolian American
Nepalese American
Pakistani American
Sri Lankan American
Taiwanese American
Thai American
Vietnamese American

Common hashtags relevant to the Asian American community:
▪

#stopasianhate, #aapiequalpay, #notyourmodelminority, #aapi2016, #aapi2017, #aapi2018,
#aapi2019, #aapi2020, #APAHM16, #APAHM17, #APAHM18, #APAHM19, #APAHM20,
#AANHPI, #AANHPIs, #AANHPI

www.pewresearch.org

17
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Mentions of specific Twitter accounts relevant to the Asian American community:
▪

@NBCAsianAmerica, @NCAPAtweets, @AAAJ_AAJC

To evaluate the performance of the regular expression, researchers examined a random sample of
200 posts for each time period specified in the study: posts from Jan. 1, 2016, to April 5, 2021, and
posts from Jan. 1, 2020, to April 5, 2021. As new keywords were identified and added to the
regular expression using the method described above, researchers pulled supplementary samples
that included posts that matched the updated keyword set but not the original, then hand-coded
them for validation. These supplementary samples were then combined with the original
validation sample. Overall, the human decisions agreed with the keyword method 99.5% of the
time. Cohen’s Kappa – a statistic that examines agreement while adjusting for chance agreement –
was 0.99.
In the interest of completeness, researchers also identified an additional set of posts that did not
contain any of the above terms but did mention South Asian, East Asian and/or Southeast Asian.
Two researchers manually evaluated each post in this set of keywords to eliminate those that were
not referencing Asian Americans. Those that did reference this group were added to the analysis
sample.
In total, 13,279 posts from the entire study period were flagged as mentioning one or more of the
keywords listed above and form the basis of this analysis.

Coding a subset of posts mentioning concerns about discrimination, racism or xenophobia
against Asian Americans
In addition to identifying posts that mentioned Asian Americans across the entirety of the study
period, researchers from the Center conducted a detailed content analysis of a subset of these
posts from the time period Jan. 1, 2020–April 5, 2021. Using the validated posts about Asian
Americans from this time period, researchers hand-coded each post based on the following
criteria:
Does the post express concern about racism, xenophobia, discrimination, inequality, violence or
lack of representation in the context of Asian Americans?
Coders were instructed to not guess at the speaker’s intent when coding these posts, or to make
assumptions about whether the concern expressed was being offered in good faith. But those that
explicitly downplayed these concerns or suggested that they were overblown were not counted.
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Posts that merely recognized the existence of differences between Asian Americans and other
groups were not coded as meeting this criteria, unless the post also included language that
suggested these differences were disproportionate or related to a broader inequality. For example,
a post referencing differences in health outcomes between Asian Americans and other groups as
being “disproportionate” would be included. But a post simply noting the factual existence of these
differences (with no additional commentary) would not be counted as meeting this criteria.
Four researchers separately coded a random sample of 100 posts and achieved high levels of
intercoder reliability on the subset they all reviewed (Fleiss Kappa = 0.89). The remaining posts
were then manually coded by five researchers from the Center, including the four who coded the
original test sample.
© Pew Research Center, 2021
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