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Abstract: Minority students experience more discrimination on college campuses, yet little is known
about fear of discrimination. This paper (a) establishes a new measure, fear of discriminatory violence,
(b) assesses sociodemographic correlates of fear of discriminatory violence, and (c) estimates the
effect of fear of discriminatory violence on anxiety and depression. A cross-sectional study using
online surveys was undertaken among college students. A zero-inflated negative binomial model
estimated the association between sociodemographics and fear of discriminatory violence. Multiple
logistic regression models estimated the association between fear of discriminatory violence and
anxiety/depression. Fear of discriminatory violence was higher among Black (ME: 11.9, p < 0.0001),
Hispanic (ME: 5.9, p < 0.0001), Middle Eastern (ME: 5.4, p = 0.03), Asian (ME: 4.9, p < 0.0001), and
multiracial (ME: 2.9, p < 0.0001) students compared with White students; transgender/gender non-
conforming (ME: 7.2, p = 0.01) and female (ME: 3.4, p < 0.0001) students compared with male students;
and gay (ME: 10.7, p < 0.0001), lesbian (ME: 9.0, p = 0.01), and bisexual students (ME: 3.4, p = 0.001) as
well as those with a sexual orientation not included (ME: 5.5, p = 0.001), compared with heterosexual
students. Increasing fear of discriminatory violence was associated with increased odds of anxiety
(AOR: 1.04; 95% CI: 1.02, 1.06) and depression (AOR: 1.03; 95% CI: 1.02, 1.05). This understudied
public health issue should be addressed to prevent fear of discriminatory violence and the resulting
mental health consequences among college populations.

Keywords: fear; racial discrimination; gender discrimination; sexual discrimination; mental health

1. Introduction

Discrimination is a serious issue among college students, and racial/ethnic, gender,
and sexual minority students experience discrimination at higher levels than their coun-
terparts. Yet, little is known about fear of discriminatory violence among college students,
the determinants of fear of discriminatory violence, and whether experiencing this fear is
associated with mental health outcomes. We first discuss the experience of discrimination,
hate crimes, hate speech, and microaggressions among racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual
minority college students, and then discuss the negative mental health consequences of
these experiences. We then discuss the scant research available on fear of discrimination,
before briefly reviewing fear of other forms of violence and their effects on mental health
among college students. While fear of discriminatory violence has yet to be studied, bet-
ter understanding the experience of discrimination and other forms of fear of violence
frames the need to study fear of discriminatory violence and the potential mental health
consequences of this fear.
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2. Literature Review

Studies of racial/ethnic minority college students and adolescents in the United
States and other Western countries found that the majority had experienced discrimi-
nation [1–3]. Studies at colleges in the southwestern and northeastern United States
have shown that Black students experience more perceived discrimination than other
racial/ethnic groups [4,5], with one study showing that 98.5% of Black students expe-
rienced discrimination during the previous year [5]. Another study at a college in the
western USA found that women of color reported more perceived discrimination than
White women among a college aged sample [6]. Research at a midwestern USA university
also found that gender diverse students have experienced significantly more discrimination
compared with cisgender students [7]. A recent review of research in the USA and other
Western countries found that sexual and gender minority groups are at increased risk of
assault, harassment, bullying, and hate crimes [2].

Racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority college students have been shown to
experience hate crimes, hate speech, and microaggressions more often than White, cis-
gender, male students. Microaggressions are common, often subtle verbal, behavioral, or
environmental offensive mechanisms that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative
slights or insults, and can be intentional or unintentional [8,9]. One study of Black, female
students at a southeastern USA college found that almost all respondents experienced
microaggressions multiple times per year [10]. Among Asian American college students,
more than three quarters of the sample reported experiencing microaggressions during a
two-week study period. A national study in the USA found that four out of five transgender
college students reported frequently or very frequently encountering gender binary-related
microaggressions [11]. Another research study using the same national sample found
that almost half of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and queer college students had experienced
microaggressions in the previous year [12]. Hate crimes, crimes in which the perpetrators
act based on a person’s race, color, religion, or national origin [13], increased slightly on
college campuses between 2010 and 2017 [14]. Over three quarters of all reported hate
crimes on USA campuses were associated with the victim’s race/ethnicity, religion, or
sexual orientation [14]. Still, many discriminatory crimes are not reported, leading to
an underassessment.

The experience of discrimination has been associated with adverse mental health
consequences. Among a national sample of LGBTQ college students in the US, microag-
gressions were associated with depression [15]. Microaggressions were also associated with
attempted suicide among cis-gender LGBQ college students in the USA [15]. A sample
from across the USA found that transgender college students reported higher rates of
victimization and psychological distress compared with their cis-gender counterparts [16].
Research from a midwestern college has also shown that sexual minority college stu-
dents were more likely to report mistreatment (i.e., hostility, incivility, and heterosexist
harassment) on campus and that these experiences were associated with increased odds
of anxiety and depression [17]. Among racial/ethnic minority adolescents in Chicago,
the experience of discrimination was associated with increased risk of depression and
suicidal ideation [3]. Specifically among Latino and Asian-American college students in
the western US, perceived racial discrimination has been associated with increased anxiety
and depression [18].

Less is known about fear of discriminatory violence than the experience of discrimi-
nation itself, given that this body of literature is still quite nascent. Most of the research
focuses on not seeking services as a result of fear of discrimination. We define fear of
discriminatory violence as fear of experiencing violent discriminatory acts such as hate
crimes, hate speech, or microaggressions, all of which can be perceived as physically or
emotionally abusive. Previous work has defined hate crimes as physical violence and hate
speech and microaggressions as linguistic violence [19–21]. It has been argued by various
scholars that hate speech and microaggressions are forms of linguistic violence that often
lead to physical violence such as hate crimes [19–21]. Thus, these three concepts were
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aggregated together to form one measure of discriminatory violence. Some research from
regional and nationally representative surveys has shown that gender and sexual minority
samples delay or avoid healthcare due to fear of discrimination from their healthcare
provider [22–24]. Nationally representative research in the USA has also shown that Black
respondents compared with White respondents have avoided health care (22% versus 3%,
respectively) and avoided calling the police (31% versus 2%, respectively) due to fear of
discrimination [25]. Asian Americans have also been shown to avoid the doctor and the
police due to fear of discrimination, according to a nationally representative sample in
the USA [26]. Research in New Zealand has shown that almost half of adults with mental
health conditions reported fear of discrimination due to their mental health concern [27],
and a majority of those living with HIV in Serbia experienced fear of discrimination [28].

Fear of crime or violent victimization has been studied far more frequently than
fear of discrimination among adolescent and college populations. Among USA samples,
determinants of fear of victimization include gender [29–31], race/ethnicity [29,30,32],
and sexual orientation [29,33]. Fear of victimization has been associated with adverse
mental health outcomes among USA adolescents and college students, including increased
depression, anxiety, and substance use [34–36].

However, little is known about fear of discriminatory violence (e.g., fear of hate
crimes, fear of hate speech, fear of microaggressions) in any population. To date, we
are unaware of other studies that have measured the prevalence fear of discriminatory
violence and examined the sociodemographic correlates of fear of discriminatory violence
among college students or the association between fear of discriminatory violence and
mental health outcomes. However, given the common experience of discrimination among
racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority groups on college campuses and the association
of these experiences with adverse mental health consequences, it is possible that the fear
of discrimination is even more prevalent than the experience, which is already highly
prevalent, as the fear may be constant, and continue between experiences of discrimination.
Research shows that fear of violence is often more widespread than the experience of
violence. Crime in the USA has decreased over time [37]; however, fear of crime has
remained steady [38]. In fact, research in Canada has even shown that being aware
of violence directed toward another person within an identifiable group also leads to
fear among those who are aware of the violent act [39]. Thus, it is likely that fear of
discrimination is more prevalent than the experience of discrimination among members of
groups that experience discrimination at high rates.

The objectives of this study are to (a) establish a new measure, fear of discriminatory
violence, (b) assess the sociodemographic correlates of fear of discriminatory violence, and
(c) estimate the effect of fear of discriminatory violence on (i) anxiety, and (ii) depression.
It is critical to understand the determinants of fear of discriminatory violence among a
diverse college sample and understand the association between fear of discriminatory
violence and mental health in order to intervene in ways that can prevent fear and the
resulting adverse mental health consequences among diverse college students.

3. Methods
3.1. Sample

We used a cross-sectional convenience sample of undergraduate and graduate uni-
versity students at an urban university that is considered one of the most diverse in the
USA [40]. Eligibility criteria included being 18 years of age or older, being a current stu-
dent at the university, and being able to give informed consent. Some students (n = 183)
aged 16 and 17 years old responded to the survey and were included in the final sample
after an addendum filed with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was approved. Re-
cruitment emails were sent to all university students inviting them to fill out an online,
self-administered, standardized questionnaire, which included questions about sociodemo-
graphic characteristics, various forms of fear, and mental health. Participants who provided
consent to participate could then be entered into a raffle if they chose to provide their
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contact information in a separate form that was not linked to their survey data. Data were
collected between October and November of 2017. This study was reviewed and approved
by the university’s IRB for the Protection of Human Subjects.

3.2. Variables

Fear of discriminatory violence was measured using three questions about fear of hate
crimes, fear of hate speech, and fear of microaggressions. Respondents were asked, “On a
scale of 0 to 10 where 0 = no fear and 10 = maximum fear, how afraid are you about becoming
a victim of any of these forms of victimization during the next year?” This question was
asked separately for (a) hate crimes, (b) hate speech, and (c) microaggressions. These
questions were adapted from previous fear of victimization measures that use similar 0 to
10 scales to ask about fear of or worry about a number of different forms of victimization [41].
The three variables were summed together to create a summary measure (range 0–30;
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.90) defined as fear of discriminatory violence. A confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) was run to assess construct validity. The standardized coefficients for fear of
hate crimes (coef: 0.84, p < 0.0001), fear of microaggressions (coef: 0.80, p < 0.0001), and fear
of hate speech (coef: 0.97; p < 0.0001) were all well above suggested cutoffs, indicating that
they were appropriate factor loadings for the fear of violent victimization factor. The overall
model R2 was 0.95 with individual factor R2 values ranging from 0.64 to 0.94, indicating
good equation level fit. This model had a high coefficient of determination (0.95), and a
low standardized root mean squared residual (0.000), indicating a good model fit.

The main outcome variables in this study were anxiety and depression. Anxiety
was assessed using the Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) scale [42]. Anxiety was
dichotomized classifying those with minimal and mild anxiety together (score 0–9) as “No
anxiety” and those with moderate and severe anxiety (score of 10 or more) together as
“Anxiety”. The Cronbach’s alpha for anxiety was 0.91. The Patient Health Questionnaire
(PHQ-9) was used to assess depression [43]. This was dichotomized using previously
defined cut points that classified those with no symptoms and minimal symptoms together
(score 0–9) as “No Depression” and those with minor depression, major depression—
moderate, and major depression—severe (score of 10 or greater) together as “Depression”.
The Cronbach’s alpha for depression was 0.88.

Race/ethnicity was measured using a comprehensive set of categories including
White, Black, Hispanic, American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander, and Middle Eastern. Students were categorized as being one of these
races/ethnicities or identified as multiracial if more than one race/ethnicity was selected.
Age was measured in years and gender was self-identified as male, female, or trans-
gender/gender nonconforming. Sexual orientation was assessed (straight, gay, lesbian,
bisexual, or not included) as was citizenship status (USA citizen or not being a USA citizen).
Religious affiliation included Catholic, Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, other
faiths, or unaffiliated categories.

3.3. Statistical Analysis

A mean score was calculated on the fear of discriminatory violence summary mea-
sure. Bivariate analyses were conducted to compare the fear of discriminatory violence
score within each potential sociodemographic correlate. Scores were compared using
nonparametric tests, as they were not normally distributed. Mann–Whitney (Wilcoxon
rank sum tests) and Kruskal–Wallis tests were used to compare differences in the fear of
discriminatory violence variable.

Multiple regression was used to determine the correlation between possible sociode-
mographic exposures and fear of discriminatory violence using a zero-inflated negative
binomial model (ZINB). A zero-inflated count data model was chosen, given the large
number of zeros for the fear of discriminatory violence variable in the sample (23.4%).
A likelihood ratio test of alpha = 0 was run, which compared whether a zero-inflated
Poisson (ZIP) or a ZINB fit the data better. This test (p < 0.0001) showed that the ZINB was
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the preferable model, as a ZINB allows for overdispersion of the outcome. Marginal effects
were calculated to assess the percentage point increase or decrease in fear of discriminatory
violence, with which each predictor was associated.

Multiple logistic regression was used to examine the association between fear of
discriminatory violence and the dichotomized depression and anxiety variables, controlling
for a number of covariates. Covariates were selected based on the results of bivariate
analyses, as well as previous literature in this area. The Hosmer–Lemeshow goodness of
fit test was used to determine the model’s adequacy (p = 0.70 for the anxiety model and
p = 0.44 for the depression model) and found that the models fit the data reasonably well.

Only complete case data were included for all regression models. After assessing
missingness, at most only 2% of any one predictor variable was missing.

All regression models were tested for common method bias to determine whether
a single factor confirmatory factor analysis accounted for more than half of the variance.
The discriminatory violence, anxiety, and depression regressions were all well below this
threshold (20.1%, 26.7%, and 26.9%, respectively) indicating that common method bias was
not a concern. All variance inflation factors (VIFs) were checked as another assessment
of bias, with all VIFs well below the cutoff of 3.3. All statistical analyses were performed
using STATA 16.1 (Stata, College Station, TX, USA) [44].

4. Results
4.1. Sociodemographics

The mean age in this sample was 23.5 years (Table 1). The majority of the partic-
ipants were female (71.8%), 26.1% were male, and 2.1% reported being transgender or
gender nonconforming. This sample was racially/ethnically diverse, with 32.6% White,
28.5% Asian, 17.1% Hispanic, 14.2% multiracial, 5.5% Black, 1.5% Middle Eastern, and
less than 1% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. The majority of students reported their
sexual orientation as straight (82.8%), 4.4% reported being gay, 1.5% reported being lesbian,
7.7% reported being bisexual, and 3.6% reported a sexual orientation that was not included.
A majority of the sample were USA citizens (86.6%). Most students in this sample reported
either being unaffiliated with a religion (38.9%) or Catholic (32.4%), while 15.8% reported
being Christian, and much smaller proportions of the sample reported other religions
or faiths. The mean score on the fear of discriminatory violence scale (Table 2) was 8.72
(SD: 8.74). These results are largely reflective of the university from which this sample
was drawn, which was 63% female, 26% White, 22% Asian, 22% Hispanic, 7% multiracial,
4% Black, and 83% USA citizens at the time of data collection. No official statistics exist for
the proportion of students who are Middle Eastern, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, gay,
lesbian, bisexual, transgender, gender nonconforming, or of various religions.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of university students (n = 1415).

Characteristic n (%) Mean (SD)

Age – 23.46 (7.40)
Race/Ethnicity

White 451 (32.56)
Black 76 (5.49)
Hispanic 237 (17.11)
AIAN 0 (0.00)
Asian 395 (28.52)
NH/PI a 9 (0.65)
Middle Eastern 21 (1.52)
Multiracial 196 (14.15)

Gender
Male 368 (26.10)
Female 1013 (71.84)
Transgender/GNC b 29 (2.06)
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Table 1. Cont.

Characteristic n (%) Mean (SD)

Sexual Orientation
Straight 1168 (82.83)
Gay 62 (4.38)
Lesbian 21 (1.49)
Bisexual 109 (7.73)
Not Included 50 (3.55)

USA Citizen
Yes 1225 (86.57)
No 190 (13.42)

Religious Preference
Christian: Catholic 432 (32.43)
Christian: Other 211 (15.84)
Buddhist 48 (3.60)
Hindu 19 (1.43)
Jewish 25 (1.88)
Muslim 37 (2.78)
Other faiths 42 (3.15)
Unaffiliated 518 (38.89)

a Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, b Gender non-conforming.

Table 2. Mean fear of discriminatory violence scores among university students (n = 1415).

Fear Outcome Mean (SD)

Scale (0–10):
Fear of microaggressions 3.40 (3.37)

Fear of hate crimes 2.57 (3.09)
Fear of hate speech 2.79 (3.12)

Scale (0–30):
Total fear of discriminatory violence 8.72 (8.74)

4.2. Bivariate Associations of Sociodemographic Correlates of Fear of Discriminatory Violence

Mean scores for fear of discriminatory violence were higher among those in the
younger age categories (p = 0.03) (Table 3). Black students had the highest mean scores on
the fear of discriminatory violence scale (mean: 15.9, SD: 10.1) followed by Middle Eastern
students (mean: 13.0, SD: 10.6) and Hispanic students (mean: 11.1, SD: 9.0), while White
students had the lowest mean fear of discriminatory violence scores (mean: 5.5, SD: 6.9)
(p < 0.0001). Transgender and gender nonconforming students had the highest mean fear
of discriminatory violence scores (mean: 16.9, SD: 10.0) followed by females (mean: 9.4,
SD: 8.8), with males reporting the lowest fear of discriminatory violence scores (mean: 6.3,
SD: 7.8) (p < 0.0001). Lesbian students reported the highest mean fear of discriminatory
violence scores (mean: 15.4, SD: 9.3), followed by students whose sexual orientation was not
included (mean: 13.8, SD: 8.9), gay (mean: 13.6, SD: 9.2), and bisexual (mean: 11.7, SD: 8.7),
with heterosexual students reporting the lowest mean fear of discriminatory violence scale
scores (mean: 7.9, SD: 8.5) (p < 0.0001). No difference in fear of discriminatory violence was
observed for citizenship and religion.

Table 3. Bivariate associations between sociodemographic factors and fear of discriminatory violence
among university students (n = 1415).

Characteristic Fear of Discriminatory Violence Mean (SD)

Age
16–20 years 8.34 (8.52)
21–25 years 9.68 (9.31)
26–30 years 9.33 (8.39)
>30 years 7.62 (8.61)
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Table 3. Cont.

Characteristic Fear of Discriminatory Violence Mean (SD)

Race/Ethnicity
White 5.52 (6.85)
Black 15.89 (10.09)
Hispanic 11.12 (8.95)
Asian 9.64 (8.93)
NH/PI a 9.00 (9.44)
Middle Eastern 12.95 (10.59)
Multiracial 7.99 (8.18)

Gender
Male 6.32 (7.77)
Female 9.35 (8.78)
Trans/GNC b 16.90 (10.04)

Sexual Orientation
Straight 7.86 (8.45)
Gay 13.61 (9.17)
Lesbian 15.40 (9.31)
Bisexual 11.72 (8.70)
Not Included 13.77 (8.93)

USA Citizen
Yes 8.63 (8.64)
No 9.31 (9.39)

Religious Preference
Christian: Catholic 8.99 (9.01)
Christian: Other 8.56 (8.56)
Buddhist 10.44 (8.39)
Hindu 6.42 (7.58)
Jewish 9.4 (8.06)
Muslim 11.89 (10.48)
Other faiths 9.19 (9.53)
Unaffiliated 8.14 (8.38)

a Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, b Gender non-conforming. Bolded results are statistically significant at the
0.05 level.

4.3. Multiple Regression on the Sociodemographic Correlates of Fear of Discriminatory Violence

Compared with White students, Black students had an increase in fear of discrimina-
tory violence scores of 11.9 percentage points (SE: 1.9, p < 0.0001), while Hispanic students
had an increase of 5.9 percentage points (SE: 0.8, p < 0.0001), Middle Eastern students had
an increase of 5.4 percentage points (SE: 2.4, p = 0.03), Asian students had an increase of
4.9 percentage points (SE: 0.62, p < 0.0001), and multiracial students had an increase of
2.9 percentage points (SE: 0.7, p < 0.0001) (Table 4). Transgender/gender non-conforming
student reported an increase of 7.2 percentage points (SE: 2.6, p = 0.01) on the fear of
discriminatory violence scale, and female students reported an increase of 3.4 percentage
points (SE: 0.5, p < 0.0001), compared with male students. Compared with heterosexual
students, gay students reported an increase of 10.7 percentage points (SE: 2.1, p < 0.0001),
lesbians reported an increase of nine percentage points (SE: 3.4, p = 0.01), those with a sexual
orientation that was not included reported an increase of 5.5 percentage points (SE: 1.7,
p = 0.001), and bisexual students reported an increase of 3.4 percentage points (SE: 1.0,
p = 0.001) on the fear of discriminatory violence scale. Only students reporting Jewish
as their religion had a statistically significant increase in fear of discriminatory violence
compared with students who reported being Catholic (ME: 6.1, SE: 2.8, p = 0.03). Age and
citizenship status were not significantly associated with fear of discriminatory violence.
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Table 4. Marginal effects examining the association between sociodemographic factors and fear of
discriminatory violence among university students (n = 1415).

Characteristic Marginal Effect (SE) (95% CI)

Age 0.02 (0.03) (−0.05, 0.09)
Race/Ethnicity

White (ref) – –
Black 11.94 (1.92) (8.18, 15.70)
Hispanic 5.93 (0.79) (4.38, 7.48)
Asian 4.87 (0.62) (3.66, 6.07)
NH/PI a 3.93 (3.16) (−2.26, 10.12)
Middle Eastern 5.35 (2.41) (0.62, 10.08)
Multiracial 2.93 (0.69) (1.58, 4.29)

Gender
Male (ref) – –
Female 3.75 (0.51) (2.74, 4.75)
Trans/GNC b 7.21 (2.60) (2.11, 12.30)

Sexual Orientation
Straight (ref) – –
Gay 10.66 (2.14) (6.46, 14.85)
Lesbian 9.00 (3.40) (2.34, 15.66)
Bisexual 3.42 (1.00) (1.45, 5.39)
Not Included 5.45 (1.71) (2.11, 8.79)

USA Citizen
Yes (ref) – –
No 1.01 (0.84) (−0.63, 2.65)

Religious Preference
Christian: Catholic (ref) – –
Christian: Other −1.35 (0.73) (−2.78, 0.09)
Buddhist 0.76 (1.36) (−1.91, 3.43)
Hindu −2.63 (1.61) (−5.79, 0.53)
Jewish 6.07 (2.79) (0.60, 11.54)
Muslim 3.06 (2.20) (−1.25, 7.38)
Other faiths 0.57 (1.61) (−2.59, 3.74)
Unaffiliated −0.37 (0.61) (−1.56, 0.82)

a Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, b Gender non-conforming. Bolded results are statistically significant at the
0.05 level.

4.4. Multiple Logistic Regression on the Associations between Fear of Discriminatory Violence and
Anxiety and Depression

With each one unit increase in the fear of discriminatory violence scale, the odds of
anxiety increased by 4% (OR: 1.02, 1.06), after controlling for all other model covariates
(Table 5). Similarly, with each one unit increase in the fear of discriminatory violence
scale, the odds of depression increased by 3% (OR: 1.02, 1.05), after controlling for all other
model covariates.

Table 5. Multiple logistic regression models estimating the association between fear of discriminatory
violence and anxiety and depression among university students (n = 1415).

Anxiety Depression
Characteristic Odds Ratio (SE) (95% CI) Odds Ratio (SE) (95% CI)

Fear of
Discriminatory
Violence

1.04 (0.01) (1.02, 1.06) 1.03 (0.01) (1.02, 1.05)

Age 0.98 (0.01) (0.96, 1.00) 0.97 (0.01) (0.95, 0.99)
Race/Ethnicity
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Table 5. Cont.

Anxiety Depression
Characteristic Odds Ratio (SE) (95% CI) Odds Ratio (SE) (95% CI)

White (ref) – – – –
Black 0.63 (0.21) (0.32, 1.23) 1.66 (0.48) (0.94, 2.92)
Hispanic 0.91 (0.19) (0.61, 1.37) 1.23 (0.23) (0.85, 1.78)
Asian 0.72 (0.13) (0.50, 1.04) 1.03 (0.17) (0.74, 1.43)
NH/PI a 1.09 (0.93) (0.20, 5.80) 1.71 (1.30) (0.39, 7.57)
Middle Eastern 3.05 (1.54) (1.14, 8.18) 3.07 (1.53) (1.16, 8.14)
Multiracial 1.27 (0.26) (0.85, 1.91) 1.39 (0.27) (0.95, 2.04)

Gender
Male (ref) – – –
Female 1.30 (0.23) (0.92, 1.84) 1.03 (0.16) (0.76, 1.39)
Trans/GNC b 2.14 (0.95) (0.89, 5.12) 2.46 (1.12) (1.01, 6.00)

Sexual Orientation
Straight (ref) – – –
Gay 1.36 (0.45) (0.71, 2.61) 0.92 (0.29) (0.49, 1.72)
Lesbian 2.18 (1.07) (0.84, 5.69) 1.99 (0.97) (0.76, 5.17)
Bisexual 1.67 (0.39) (1.06, 2.63) 1.79 (0.39) (1.16, 2.76)
Not Included 2.11 (0.08) (0.14, 0.49) 1.48 (0.50) (0.77, 2.86)

a Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, b Gender non-conforming. Bolded results are statistically significant at the
0.05 level.

5. Discussion

The objectives of this study were to (a) establish a new measure, fear of discriminatory
violence, (b) assess the sociodemographic correlates of fear of discriminatory violence, and
(c) estimate the effect of fear of discriminatory violence on (i) anxiety, and (ii) depression.
This research is the first study that we are aware of that assesses the prevalence of fear of
discriminatory violence, the correlates of fear of discriminatory violence, and the association
between fear of discriminatory violence and mental health outcomes among a diverse
college sample. Our results show that racial, gender, and sexual minorities experienced
higher levels of fear of discriminatory violence. Black, Hispanic, Asian, Middle Eastern,
and multiracial students experienced significantly more fear of discriminatory violence
compared with White college students. Transgender/gender nonconforming and female
students reported more fear of discriminatory violence compared with male students.
Sexual orientation was also significantly associated with fear of discriminatory violence,
with gay students reporting the highest scores followed by lesbian students, students with
an orientation not included, and bisexual students, compared with heterosexual students.
Age, however, was not significantly associated with fear of discriminatory violence after
controlling for other factors. It is possible that because the majority of respondents in
this study were younger than 30 years of age, due to the sample being drawn from a
college, there was less variability and less of an effect of age. Younger people have shown
less fear when studying fear of crime; thus, it is possible that due to this sample being
younger, fear associated with age was less detectable. Citizenship status was also not
significantly associated with fear of discriminatory violence. While, initially, it may seem
that this measure should be associated with fear of discriminatory violence, it may be that
the measure of citizenship is too broad to detect meaningful differences. Those included in
the “non-citizen” category include those with green cards and student visas, who may not
experience fear of discriminatory violence the way students with an undocumented legal
status may experience this fear. Finally, fear of discriminatory violence was significantly
associated with increased depression and anxiety. While the effect size for a one unit
increase in fear of discriminatory violence was on the smaller end (4% for anxiety and
3% for depression), it is still meaningful. Stated another way, a ten percent increase
in fear of discriminatory violence would be associated with a 12% increase in anxiety
and a 9% increase in depression. A one standard deviation increase in discriminatory
violence was associated with a 34.8% increase in anxiety and 26.1% increase in depression.
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It is crucial that we better understand fear of discriminatory violence and their higher
prevalence among racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority groups, as understanding
these disparities is necessary to better target prevention efforts and interventions.

Our results support findings from previous research, showing that fear of different
forms of victimization is higher in minority populations, while adding to the literature by
showing that fear of this newly defined form of violence is higher among the same groups.
Fear of violence among transgender and gender nonconforming students is significantly
higher than among their cis-gender counterparts [29]. Racial/ethnic minority college stu-
dents experience more fear of violence [29] and more fear of bullying [36], compared with
white students. This research finds similar patterns for fear of discriminatory violence.
Though little literature has assessed fear of discriminatory violence, a large number of
studies have shown that racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minorities experience far more
discrimination than their White, cis-gender, heterosexual counterparts [1,4–7,45]. Our
findings show a similar pattern with the same groups reporting greater fear of discrimi-
natory violence, which has not previously been studied. In addition, previous research
has established that fear of violent victimization has been associated with depression and
anxiety [31,35] among adolescents, and substance use among college students [34]. These
findings are aligned with our research showing that fear of discriminatory violence is also
associated with increased anxiety and depression among a diverse college sample.

5.1. Limitations

This study used a convenience sample; thus, those who responded to the survey may
not be representative of the general population of university students. However, the sample
was fairly representative of the population of students of the university from which it was
drawn. While these analyses are more representative of fear of discriminatory violence
among racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority populations, which was the intent of
this research, it may not be representative of all university students. The study design was
cross-sectional, thus making causality impossible to establish. While this new measure of
fear of discriminatory violence was adapted from existing measures of fear of crime that
measure analogous concepts on a scale from zero to ten and was validated in this sample
using the reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) and a confirmatory factor analysis, both
of which provided support for this new measure of discriminatory violence, this measure
has not been validated in a representative sample. The information collected was self-
reported, which could lead to recall and social desirability biases. While there was very
little missing data, and largely there were no differences between those with and without
missing data, unadjusted tests showed that those with missing data on race/ethnicity had
lower depression and anxiety scores than those without missing data for race/ethnicity.
This may slightly overestimate depression and anxiety scores, but only very slightly, as only
2% of all respondents had missing data for race/ethnicity. Finally, residual confounding by
unmeasured confounders is possible.

5.2. Implications

More research needs to be completed to better understand fear of discriminatory
violence and its consequences. Compared with fear of crime, fear of discriminatory violence
is a newer measurement, and thus more research should use this to validate and assess
this measure among larger and more representative samples. Research should continue to
understand the determinants and consequences of fear of discriminatory violence among
college students who are at greater risk of this fear. Longitudinal studies should be
undertaken to better assess the temporal nature between the determinants of fear of
discriminatory violence and the effects of fear on mental health.

Colleges and universities should consider how experiencing fear of discriminatory
violence affects their racial/ethnic, sexual, and gender minority students, and address
this issue using existing university infrastructure (e.g., mental health services, health
services, offices of diversity, cultural centers, student services, student life, housing, student
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organizations). Leveraging these existing stakeholders and university infrastructure to
address fear of discriminatory violence will be required to assemble a multilevel response
that appropriately and adequately addresses fear of discriminatory violence among these
different minority groups. While the university from which this sample was drawn does
have existing student centers on campus that serve to support students through on campus
programming related to race, ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality, as well as many student
clubs for a variety of sociodemographic groups, it is likely that these services should
be expanded and improved upon both in terms of what currently exists and how much
operational support they receive.

A brief screening tool could be developed and tested among college samples that
would assess fear of discriminatory violence and identify at-risk students. This type of
tool, which has been effective in screening for mental health concerns among college
students [46–48], could help providers assess fear of discriminatory violence among stu-
dents, which could be an indicator of possible mental health concerns, as well. Identifying
students who are at risk of mental health issues earlier, by screening for fear of discrimi-
natory violence, would lead to better outcomes both in fear reduction and in anxiety and
depression management.

Numerous interventions aimed at reducing the perpetration of discrimination have
been developed and assessed among adolescents and college students. While these have not
been evaluated for their affect on fear of discriminatory violence, they have been assessed
for their affect on actual discrimination. Gay–straight alliances and anti-homophobic bully-
ing policies have been associated with reduced discrimination [49] and should be evaluated
to determine whether they also reduce fear of discriminatory violence. Research has shown
that talking about race may reduce prejudice among students [50], and research examining
trainings found that those trained on stereotype replacement, counter-stereotypic imaging,
individuation, perspective talking, and increasing opportunities for contact saw increases
in concern about discrimination and awareness of bias [51]. Future evaluations of those
programs should also assess whether they reduce fear of discriminatory violence among
participants, especially among various racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority students.

6. Conclusions

Universities and colleges must take fear of discriminatory violence seriously among
their student populations, especially racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual minority students.
Using existing school infrastructure to develop and implement interventions could result
in effective reductions in fear of discriminatory violence among college students, as well as
resulting anxiety and depression. Fear of discriminatory violence is still a very new area of
research, and more will need to be done to better understand this serious, consequential
public health issue.
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