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INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVES

Despite the incorporation of multiculturalism into Canadian

federal policies since the 1970s, whiteness continues to

dominate societal norms, perpetuating the racialization of

people of color. For Asian-Canadians, incidents of bias,

discrimination and racism are furthermore underreported and

not explicitly discussed, masked by myths of the “model

minority” while simultaneously perpetuated by social

metaphors such as “yellow peril” that continue to stoke anti-

Asian sentiment in the twenty-first century, particularly through

the SARS and COVID pandemics.1, 2

From a developmental perspective, evidence has shown that

children are shaped by the social environments where they

are raised, and the impact of race and racism on children

often emerges during adolescence).3 Living within the white

racial frame – the dominant racial perspective that has

historically justified and perpetuated racial oppression and

inequality while shaping how both white and racialized

individuals interpret and navigate daily social interactions –

racialized youth often struggle to cultivate a positive sense of

self and belonging, jeopardizing their mental health.4,5

Focusing on Asian Canadian youth, this study adopts a racial

trauma perspective to explore their experiences growing up in

Canada and the impacts of racism.
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“I Don’t Know Why I Feel So Bad Being Asian”: A Qualitative Inquiry of 

Anti-Asian Racism from a Racial Trauma Perspective

Given the dearth of investigation into Asian Canadian youth’s 

specific experience with racism in Canada’s “multicultural 

context”, this qualitative study explores: 

1. Youth’s experiences growing up in Canada as Asian; and

2. Their experiences with racism and the impact of these 

experiences on their wellbeing and sense of self. 

This study posits racism and racial discrimination as forms of 

trauma that impact mental and emotional well being. Racial 

trauma was defined broadly within this study to include 

specific incidents of racial discrimination as well as chronic 

stresses of living and growing up within the white racial frame.
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FINDINGS
Unbelonging 

and 
alienation

P27: [T]hey would only see you and identify 
you as something without knowing who 

you are, where you’re from.

GROWING 

UP ASIAN IN 

CANADA

Contention 
with identity

P21: The word normal, has 
become synonymous 
with whiteness and so 

growing up in like 
Canada, which is 

Westernized 

Disconnect 
from norms

Fight, Flight, 
or Freeze

P29: I've always just sort of 
dealt with the... ignore it 
and walk away strategy. 

[FLIGHT]

RESPONSES 

TO RACISM

• Anti-Asian Racism in Canada is entrenched in covert and 

overt forms and affect Asian youth in diverse ways

• Racial trauma results in acute, subacute, and chronic post-

traumatic stress reactions that extend beyond clinical 

definitions to impact youth identity and self-development

• Internalization of racism, denial of identity, and alignment with 

whiteness, while a “survival response”, results in upholding and 

perpetuation of oppressive structures and systems

• Trauma-informed practices must recognize the unique ways 

racial trauma manifest among Asian-Canadian youth

CONCLUSIONS

Fatigue and 
hopelessness

P2: I don’t know, if I go 
outside, I’m scared 

something would happen. I 
prefer to walk just by myself 
– but if something were to 

happen, how would I 
defend myself? I don’t 

know – I just stay home and 
hide; I became more of a 

defensive and angry 
person.

Avoidance, 
hyper-

vigilance, 
paranoia

Low self 
worth, self 

blame

Feeling 
insignificant, 

de-
humanized

IMPACTS OF 

RACISM

Dissociation 
from racial 

identity

P3: I went on my 
day to day and 

just tried my 
hardest not to 

think about it, but 
it always lingers at 
the back of your

head. Sometimes 
when it happens 

recurringly, it’s just 
tiring.

P31: I didn’t - wasn’t able to process a lot of 
my experiences. I thought it was all on me, 
I thought I wasn’t good enough, or didn’t 
try hard enough, or feel like I belong, or 
feel like I deserve a good friend group.

P14: for some reason I never 
stopped to think: “how 

come I'm like... not seen... 
as a person?” … [tries not 
to cry] Like I’m always just 
made fun of for who I am, 

and I’m just like: “okay! 
That's just how it is.”

P21: You're trying to survive socially and the way to do that is to be 
normal, be under the radar and not stick out…so then you have to 

approach whiteness; you have to like Westernize yourself to get 
under the radar… you may not even realize you’re performing it.

*Inclusion criteria: (1) self-identification as Asian, living in 

Greater Toronto Area, and (2) aged between 12-25 years  

Covert: 
unsolicited 
remarks, 

stereotypes, 
jokes 

EXPERIENCES 

OF RACISM

Overt: 
Harassment 
and assault
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