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Abstract School-aged children with an ethnic minority

background are relatively often involved in bullying and

victimization, but the role of ethnic composition of schools

in this context remains unclear. This study examined the

relation between ethnic minority background, ethnic school

composition, and bullying behaviour around primary

school entry in the Netherlands. The study was based on a

2008/2009 school survey in Rotterdam, a Dutch city where

about 50 % of children have a non-Dutch background. For

8523 children, teacher reports of bullying behaviour at age

5–6 years were available. Children with a non-Dutch

background had higher odds of being a victim (adjusted

OR 1.41, 95 % CI 1.11, 1.80), bully (OR 1.38, 95 % CI

1.20, 1.58) or bully-victim (OR 1.38, 95 % CI 1.19, 1.62)

than children of Dutch national origin. Ethnic diversity in

schools increased children’s risk of bullying behaviour

(e.g. ORvictim per 0.1 increase in 0–1 diversity

range = 1.06, 95 % CI 1.00, 1.13), with children of both

Dutch and non-Dutch national origin relatively more often

involved in bullying in ethnically diverse schools. The

proportion of same-ethnic peers in school reduced the risk

of bullying among children of Dutch national origin (e.g.

ORvictim per 10 % more same-ethnic children = 0.90,

95 % CI 0.83, 0.98), but not among non-Dutch children. In

conclusion, ethnic minority background and ethnic diver-

sity within schools are risk factors for bullying among 5–6

year olds. Plausibly, reductions in absolute numbers of

bullying events may be obtained with tailor-made inter-

ventions in ethnically diverse schools. Such interventions

should preferably be offered early in the school curriculum.

Keywords Bullying � Victimization � Ethnicity � Ethnic

diversity � School � Child

Introduction

School bullying is an important problem affecting chil-

dren’s mental well-being and functioning (Bond et al.

2001; Griffin and Gross 2004; Kim et al. 2006; Schreier

et al. 2009). Bullying can take several forms, like name-

calling, gossiping, exclusion or hitting (Olweus 1993). It is

a widespread phenomenon with roughly 25 % of children

and adolescents being involved as bully, victim, or as both

bully and victim (so-called bully-victims) (Craig et al.

2009; Glew et al. 2005; Perren and Alsaker 2006).

A number of theoretical frameworks have been pro-

posed to understand and explain the phenomenon of bul-

lying among children. While theories initially focused on
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individual attributes that characterize bullies and their

victims, recent theoretical frameworks emphasize the

social context of bullying (Duffy 2004). The ‘‘social mis-

fit’’ theory, as proposed by Wright and colleagues (Wright

et al. 1986), can be used to combine both perspectives. This

theory describes that individuals whose characteristics

deviate from the norm group are prone to rejection.

Translating this theory to the social context of children

raises the suggestion that victimized children somehow

deviate from their schoolmates, for instance regarding their

appearance, physical strengths or other abilities (Olweus

1993). In accordance with this theory, children with an

ethnic minority background may be at risk of victimization.

Ethnicity refers to a sociocultural identity that is being

shared by a group of people and is based on joint charac-

teristics such as ancestry, culture, religion, language and

physical appearance (National Kompas 2014). Thus, ethnic

minority children—often with an immigrant background—

may be victimized, because of having different cultural

norms or a deviating physical appearance, or simply

because they are not part of the ‘‘in’’-group consisting of

ethnic majority children.

From developmental research, it is known that infants

can already discriminate between different racial groups

and prefer to look at faces that belong to a familiar racial

group (Bar-Haim et al. 2006; Kelly et al. 2005). Around

3–4 years of age, children become able to match people

based on characteristics like hair texture or skin colour

(Aboud 1988; Nesdale 2001). Next, awareness of cultural

differences and a sense of in-group and out-group develop:

around 6 years, children show in-group preferences (Baron

and Banaji 2006; Cameron et al. 2001; Nesdale 2004) and

apply stereotypes to the out-group (Pauker et al. 2010).

Against the background of these developmental stages of

cultural and racial awareness and the observation that

bullying behaviour is a common phenomenon in the early

school years, we postulate that ethnic differences in bul-

lying and victimization might occur from the early school

years onwards. This period is particularly important for

examining predictors of bullying behaviour, given the

observation that bully and victim roles are often established

in early primary school and remain stable thereafter (Smith

and Ananiadou 2003).

Ethnic Background and Bullying Involvement

Although research on ethnic differences in bullying beha-

viour among young children is generally lacking, several

US and European studies found evidence that such differ-

ences do exist in late primary and secondary school.

Research showed that ethnic minority youth were more

likely to be victims (Carlyle and Steinman 2007; Glew

et al. 2005; Verkuyten and Thijs 2002)—but also to be

bullies (Glew et al. 2005; Graham and Juvonen 2002;

Juvonen et al. 2003; Nansel et al. 2001; Tippett et al. 2013;

Tolsma et al. 2013; Vervoort et al. 2010) and bully-victims

(Glew et al. 2005; Juvonen et al. 2003)—than their ethnic

majority peers. However, other studies found no ethnic

differences (Sweeting and West 2001; Thijs et al. 2014;

Tippett et al. 2013; Wolke et al. 2001), or even reported

lower rates of victimization among ethnic minority youth

(Graham and Juvonen 2002; Hanish and Guerra 2000;

Juvonen et al. 2003; Nansel et al. 2001; Spriggs et al.

2007).

An explanation for these inconsistent findings might lie

in differences in the particular social context. Firstly,

children generally visit schools within their neighbour-

hood. In most Western countries, neighbourhoods tend to

be socioeconomically segregated to some degree which

may lead to some neighbourhoods being poorer or having a

more violent and hostile atmosphere than other neigh-

bourhoods. As such characteristics may influence school

bullying, it is important that studies on ethnic differences in

bullying account for possible confounding factors. While

some studies indeed controlled for factors like socioeco-

nomic background of children (Glew et al. 2005; Spriggs

et al. 2007; Tippett et al. 2013; Wolke et al. 2001), others

did not or only marginally (Graham and Juvonen 2002;

Hanish and Guerra 2000; Juvonen et al. 2003; Nansel et al.

2001; Sweeting and West 2001; Verkuyten and Thijs 2002;

Vervoort et al. 2010).

Another possible explanation for inconsistent research

findings is also context related. While potentially impor-

tant, only few scholars investigated the role of school

composition on social climate in class rooms. Some

reported that bullying was more common in ethnically

diverse schools (Durkin et al. 2012; Tolsma et al. 2013;

Vervoort et al. 2010), while others found no effect of ethnic

school composition (Hanish and Guerra 2000; Verkuyten

and Thijs 2002). However, the social misfit theory (Wright

et al. 1986) suggests that not a child’s own ethnic back-

ground or the ethnic composition of schools per se, but

rather the combination of these factors plays a key role in

bullying involvement. Thus, it should be considered whe-

ther an ethnic minority child has classmates belonging to

the same-ethnic group (fit) or if the child has a unique

ethnic background (misfit). Indeed, it has been shown that a

critical mass of same ethnics within schools or neigh-

bourhoods creates a sense of comfort and belonging among

minority groups (Ortiz and Santos 2009), thereby improv-

ing school functioning (Benner and Yan 2015) and well-

being (Shaw et al. 2012). Exactly how many co-ethnics are

needed to create a safe haven is not clear and possibly even

differs between ethnic minority groups (Jackson et al.

2006). Bullying research on this same-ethnic group phe-

nomenon is relatively scarce. Verkuyten and Thijs (2002)
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showed in a study among 10- to 13-year-old children vis-

iting Dutch primary schools that having classmates of the

same-ethnic group reduced children’s risk of racist vic-

timization. However, it remains unknown whether ethnic

composition of schools is related to bullying beyond racist

victimization and whether it plays a role in early primary

school.

Finally, inconsistent findings between studies on ethnic

differences in bullying may also be explained by the

heterogeneity of ethnic minority populations. Some studies

collapsed children in larger groups representing a similar

migration history or race (e.g. Hispanics or Asians) (Car-

lyle and Steinman 2007; Glew et al. 2005Graham and

Juvonen 2002; Hanish and Guerra 2000; Juvonen et al.

2003; Nansel et al. 2001; Spriggs et al. 2007; Tolsma et al.

2013), but many studies dichotomized children into ethnic

majority versus minority groups (Sweeting and West 2001;

Vervoort et al. 2010; Wolke et al. 2001). Exceptionally few

studies differentiated between children from different eth-

nic backgrounds (Verkuyten and Thijs 2002). Conse-

quently, it is largely unknown whether ethnic differences in

bullying behaviour are inherent to ethnic minority status in

general, or if some specific ethnic minority groups are

more vulnerable to bullying involvement than others.

As most Western cities have a persistently growing

multicultural character and school classes are increasingly

ethnically diverse, it is important to enhance understanding

of bullying involvement among ethnic minority children.

Therefore, we examined bullying behaviour (i.e. bullying,

victimization and the combination of both) in a large

sample of 5- and 6-year-old children attending primary

school in Rotterdam, a large city in the Netherlands where

about half of the school-aged children have a non-Dutch

background. We hypothesized that minority children of

diverse ethnic backgrounds are more often involved in

bullying behaviour than their peers of Dutch national ori-

gin, independent of sociodemographic characteristics of the

children’s families. We also expected that more diversity in

schools would predict a higher risk of bullying perpetration

and victimization among children. Finally, in line with the

social misfit hypothesis, we hypothesized that having peers

of the same-ethnic group in school is associated with a

reduced risk of bullying perpetration or victimization.

Methods

Design

Data from the school-based Rotterdam Youth Health

Monitor of the Municipal Public Health Service were used.

This health surveillance system is part of government-ap-

proved routine monitoring of health and well-being of all

youth living in Rotterdam. The present study is based on

questionnaire data obtained from parents and teachers.

Parents were informed about the teacher questionnaire and

could withdraw consent. Strictly observational assessments

for health surveillance do not fall within the ambit of the

Dutch Act on research involving human subjects and do

not require the approval of an ethics review board. The

research plan was approved by the Municipal Health Ser-

vice’s board. All data were anonymized before analysis.

Study Population

For the present study, we used 2008/2009 survey data of

children aged 5–6 years (n = 11,419). Primary school

teachers of these children were asked to complete a ques-

tionnaire for each child in their class (response rate among

teachers = 78 %). Teacher reports of bullying behaviour

were available for 8871 children attending 253 different

schools. Mean number of children per school was thirty-

four (100 % range 10–116), who were divided over one to

seven classes per school. For 96 % of the children, infor-

mation about ethnic background was available. Of these,

51.6 % was Dutch, 7.7 % Surinamese, 4.4 % Antillean,

9.0 % Turkish, 10.0 % Moroccan, 2.5 % Cape Verdean,

4.5 % other Western, 5.2 % other non-Western and 5.1 %

an unknown non-Dutch national origin. Children with

(n = 8523) and without (n = 348) ethnicity data showed

similar rates of overall involvement in bullying behaviour

(36 vs 39 % involved, p = 0.25).

Measures

Ethnicity and Ethnic School Composition

Ethnic background of children was based on their parents’

national origin. Although ethnic background and nation-

ality are not completely equivalent, nationality is com-

monly used in the Netherlands and other European

countries as a proxy of ethnicity, as it can be assessed in a

simple, objective way (Tippett et al. 2013; Verkuyten and

Thijs 2002; Wolke et al. 2001). Country of birth of the

children’s parents was assessed by parental questionnaire.

Children were classified as Dutch (51.6 %) if both parents

were born in the Netherlands and as non-Dutch if one or

both parents were born abroad (Statistics Netherlands

2004b.). Among non-Dutch children in this study, we

identified children of Surinamese, Antillean, Turkish,

Moroccan, Cape Verdean, other Western, other non-Wes-

tern and unknown non-Dutch backgrounds. Most of the

children with a non-Dutch background differ physically

from children with a Dutch national origin, and this dif-

ference can generally be detected easily by school-aged

children in the Netherlands (Aboud 1988; Bar-Haim et al.
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2006; Kelly et al. 2005; Nesdale 2001). Children with an

Antillean or Cape Verdean origin typically have a Creole

background, with a dark skin and thick black hair, often

with small curls. Children from Suriname either have a

Creole or an Asian (originating from the Indian subconti-

nent, China or Indonesia) background. Children with a

Turkish background have a mixed South-European and

Middle-Eastern heritage, and children with a Moroccan

origin have a Berber (the original inhabitants of North

Africa) or Arab background (originating from the Middle

East). Children of Turkish and Moroccan origin mostly

belong to the Caucasian white race and generally have an

olive-coloured skin and dark hair. Children of other Wes-

tern origins are typically Caucasian Whites—just as chil-

dren of Dutch origin—with a white skin and varying hair

colours. The category other Western background consisted

of all European countries, the USA, Canada and Australia,

with children mainly being Caucasian Whites. Children of

any other countries that did not fall into these categories

were classified as other non-Western. This group is very

mixed and cannot be described in terms of a typical

physical appearance.

Ethnic diversity in schools was defined by a diversity

index that captures both the number of ethnic groups within

schools and the relative proportion of each group (Budescu

and Budescu 2012). It was calculated using the formula:

D ¼ 1 �
Xc

i¼1

p2
i

In the equation, D represents the ethnic diversity in

schools. The proportion (p) of each ethnic group (i) was

squared, summed across c groups and subtracted from one.

The diversity index ranges from 0 to 1 with higher values

indicating a higher degree of diversity.

For each child, we determined the proportion of children

in their school having the same-ethnic origin. This per-

centage ranged from 0 % for children having a unique

ethnic background to 100 % for children sharing their

ethnic background with all school mates (median = 41 %).

Bullying and Victimization

Teachers rated the occurrence of four types of victimiza-

tion and bullying behaviour for each child in their class

(Jansen et al. 2012; Perren and Alsaker 2006). Four vic-

timization items assessed (1) ‘‘whether a child was physi-

cally victimized by other children, for instance by being

hit, kicked, pinched, or bitten’’ (further referred to as

physical victimization); (2) ‘‘whether a child was verbally

victimized, such as being teased, laughed at, or called

names’’ (verbal victimization); (3) ‘‘whether a child was

excluded by other children’’ (relational victimization); and

(4) ‘‘whether belongings of a child were hidden or broken’’

(material victimization). Bullying was assessed with the

perpetration form of these four items, e.g. ‘‘Whether a child

physically bullied other children’’. Examples of physical

and verbal victimization/bullying were added to the items,

and we provided concrete descriptions of relational and

material victimization/bullying. Each item was rated on a

four-point rating scale ranging from ‘‘Never or less than

once a month’’ to ‘‘More than twice a week’’. Children with

a ‘‘Never or less than once a month’’ rating on all four

bullying and four victimization items were classified as

uninvolved children. Children were classified as victims if

they experienced any of the four victimization types at

least once a month. Likewise, children were classified as

bullies if they perpetrated any of the forms of bullying at

least once a month. Children meeting the criteria of both

bullies and victims were categorized as bully-victims

(Perren and Alsaker 2006).

To check the validity of teacher-reported bullying, we

compared our data to peer reports of bullying involvement.

Children’s bullying involvement in the first grades of pri-

mary school, assessed using a peer nomination technique,

was available in a subsample (n = 1002) of children par-

ticipating in our study who also participate in the large

population-based Generation R Study in Rotterdam, the

Netherlands (Verlinden et al. 2014). In 75.1 % of the

children, the teacher and child agreed on whether or not a

child was a victim of bullying. There was also substantial

overlap between teacher and child reports regarding whe-

ther a child bullies or not (73.8 %). These patterns were

very similar for children of Dutch and non-Dutch national

origin.

Possible Confounding Factors

Several variables were taken into account as possible con-

founders in the ethnicity–bullying relation. These were

assessed by parental questionnaire. Child variables were age,

gender and presence of siblings (yes/no). Sociodemographic

confounders included parental age, single parenthood and

highest attained educational level of mothers and fathers

(low, medium, high) (Statistics Netherlands 2004a).

Statistical Analyses

The relation of ethnicity and ethnic school composition

with bullying behaviour was examined using multinomial

logistic regression analyses, adjusted for possible con-

founding variables. We calculated odds ratios (ORs) for

each type of involvement in bullying (victim, bully, bully-

victim) as compared to uninvolved children. The associa-

tion of ethnic background and bullying involvement was
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first examined. Then, the association between ethnic

composition of schools and bullying involvement was

examined by separate regression analyses with the school

diversity index and the proportion of children of same-

ethnic group as separate determinants (both continuous

variables). Finally, we categorized the school ethnic

diversity index in three groups, with an index of 0–0.33

being defined as homogeneous schools, 0.33–0.66 as

moderate heterogeneous schools and an index of 0.66–1.00

as heterogeneous schools. We then calculated within each

diversity category the risk difference between Dutch and

non-Dutch children in bullying involvement, to examine

whether ethnic differences differed by school diversity.

Data were analysed in a two-level structure of children

clustered within schools. All variables were analysed at the

individual level, except for the ethnic diversity index of

schools, which was included as a group-level variable.

Missing values of the confounders were accounted for by

full information maximum likelihood procedures available

in Mplus. This method estimates model parameters and

standard errors based on the available information on the

variables while adjusting for the uncertainty associated

with missing data (Schafer and Graham 2002). Analyses

were performed in Mplus.

Results

The study population included 51.3 % boys and 48.7 %

girls, of whom 68.4 % were younger than 6 years

(31.6 % C 6 years) and 72.8 % had one or more brothers

or sisters living in the same household. In total, 4 % were

victims of bullying, 17 % bullies, and 15 % bully-victims.

Children of non-Dutch origin were relatively often

involved in bullying (see percentages for children of Dutch

and non-Dutch national origin depicted in Fig. 1): non-

Dutch ethnic minority children had higher odds of being a

victim (OR 1.41, 95 % CI 1.11, 1.80), bully (OR 1.38,

95 % CI 1.20, 1.58) or bully-victim (OR 1.38, 95 % CI

1.19, 1.62) than children of Dutch national origin, inde-

pendent of possible sociodemographic confounding factors.

In Table 1, the risk of bullying involvement is presented

for the separate ethnic minority groups. Risks of victim-

ization were higher among children of Turkish, Moroccan

and other non-Western origins as compared to children of

Dutch national origin (e.g. for Turkish children, ORvic-

tim = 2.11, 95 % CI 1.47, 3.04). Elevated risks of bullying

and bully-victimization were seen in all non-Dutch sub-

groups, except for children originating from other Western

or non-Western countries, who showed similar risks as

children of Dutch national origin. These elevated risks

attenuated only marginally after accounting for possible

sociodemographic confounders. The covariates were

hardly associated with bullying behaviour, except for

paternal education: as compared to medium education, low

education was associated with a higher risk of being a bully

or bully-victim, while a high education was associated with

lower risks.

Table 2 shows that ethnic diversity in schools was

related to children’s risk of bullying involvement. Diversity

in schools was associated with a higher risk of children to

be a victim, bully or bully-victim (e.g. ORvictim per 0.1

increase in diversity = 1.06, 95 % CI 1.00, 1.13), con-

trolling for possible sociodemographic confounding fac-

tors. Next, the individual-level variable ‘‘proportion of

children of same-ethnic group’’ was examined within

Dutch and non-Dutch children separately. Among children

of Dutch national origin, a higher proportion of same-

ethnic children in a school reduced a child’s risk of being a

victim, bully or bully-victim (e.g. ORvictim per 10 % more

same-ethnic children = 0.90, 95 % CI 0.83, 0.98). Among

non-Dutch children, the proportion of children of the same-

ethnic group was not related to bullying risk. However,

these effects did not statistically differ between Dutch and

non-Dutch children, given the overlap in confidence

intervals and the absence of significant interactions

between ethnic background and proportion of children of

the same-ethnic group in the total sample (all

p values[ 0.05).

In Fig. 2, the effect of child ethnicity on school bullying

is presented for different levels of school diversity. The

figure (upper part) illustrates that non-Dutch children are

relatively more often involved in bulling than children of

Dutch national origin, both in ethnically homogenous and

in more heterogeneous schools. It also indicates that the

prevalence of bullying involvement is higher in more

diverse schools. The lower part of the figure shows the risk

differences in bullying involvement between children of

Dutch and non-Dutch national origin within each stratum

of school diversity. Following the approach of Julious
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Fig. 1 Prevalence of bullying and victimization by ethnic back-

ground (n = 8523)
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(2004), we examined whether these risk differences dif-

fered between the strata of school diversity. The 84 %

confidence intervals between the heterogeneous (RD 0.046,

84 % CI 0.030, 0.062) and moderate heterogeneous

schools (RD 0.110, 84 % CI 0.088, 0.132) did not overlap,

suggesting that ethnic differences in bullying involvement

were significantly larger in moderate heterogeneous

schools than in heterogeneous schools. The risk difference

in bullying involvement between children of Dutch and

non-Dutch national origin in homogeneous schools, how-

ever, did not significantly differ from the risk differences in

the other two strata.

Table 1 Risk of bullying

involvement for different ethnic

groups

Individual-level variablesb n Odds ratio for victim/bully status (95 % CI)a

Victims (n = 367) Bullies (n = 1476) Bully-victims (n = 1231)

Unadjusted model

Child ethnicity

Dutch 4395 Reference Reference Reference

Surinamese 653 1.45 (0.96; 2.21) 1.66 (1.32; 2.08) 1.55 (1.20; 2.00)

Antillean 379 1.06 (0.58; 1.94) 2.19 (1.68; 2.87) 1.44 (1.04; 2.00)

Turkish 769 2.11 (1.47; 3.04) 1.57 (1.25; 1.96) 1.66 (1.29; 2.14)

Moroccan 851 1.49 (1.01; 2.21) 1.70 (1.38; 2.10) 1.49 (1.17; 1.91)

Cape Verdean 213 1.66 (0.83; 3.32) 1.86 (1.28; 2.68) 2.10 (1.41; 3.12)

Other Western 385 1.41 (0.85; 2.35) 0.88 (0.64; 1.22) 1.22 (0.88; 1.68)

Other non-Western 442 1.71 (1.09; 2.67) 1.04 (0.78; 1.39) 1.33 (0.98; 1.79)

Adjusted for sociodemographic confoundersc

Child ethnicity

Dutch 4395 Reference Reference Reference

Surinamese 653 1.26 (0.82; 1.92) 1.54 (1.22; 1.93) 1.40 (1.09; 1.81)

Antillean 379 0.84 (0.45; 1.55) 1.98 (1.51; 2.61) 1.20 (0.86; 1.68)

Turkish 769 1.85 (1.28; 2.69) 1.49 (1.19; 1.87) 1.58 (1.22; 2.03)

Moroccan 851 1.23 (0.82; 1.85) 1.57 (1.26; 1.94) 1.34 (1.04; 1.72)

Cape Verdean 213 1.42 (0.71; 2.85) 1.67 (1.15; 2.42) 1.79 (1.20; 2.67)

Other Western 385 1.63 (0.98; 2.73) 0.90 (0.65; 1.25) 1.37 (0.99; 1.90)

Other non-Western 442 1.66 (1.05; 2.64) 0.98 (0.73; 1.32) 1.26 (0.93; 1.72)

Child gender (boy) 4360 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Child age ([6 years) 1976 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Siblings (yes) 4502 0.99 (0.99; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Single parenthood (yes) 1199 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Maternal age 6116 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Maternal education

High 1791 0.93 (0.77; 1.13) 1.01 (0.91; 1.11) 0.95 (0.85; 1.06)

Medium 1600 Reference Reference Reference

Low 1589 1.07 (0.89; 1.29) 1.00 (0.90; 1.10) 1.06 (0.95; 1.18)

Paternal age 5786 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00) 1.00 (1.00; 1.00)

Paternal education

High 1672 0.94 (0.77; 1.15) 0.87 (0.78; 0.97) 0.86 (0.76; 0.97)

Medium 1934 Reference Reference Reference

Low 1718 1.06 (0.87; 1.29) 1.15 (1.04; 1.28) 1.17 (1.04; 1.32)

Bold values are statistically significant (p\ 0.05)
a Reference is the group of uninvolved children (n = 5449). Non-Dutch children with an unknown ethnic

background (n = 436) are not included in this table
b All variables were included in the model as individual-level variables
c Missing values on confounders: child gender (n = 28), child age (n = 2272), presence of siblings

(n = 2336), single parenthood (n = 2415), maternal age (n = 2407), maternal education (n = 3199),

paternal age (n = 2737) and paternal education (n = 3543)
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Discussion

This large school-based study showed that in early primary

school, ethnic background and ethnic school composition are

significant predictors of bullying involvement. Children of

various non-Dutch minority backgrounds had higher risks

than children of Dutch national origin to be involved in

bullying, either as victim, bully or bully-victim. In contrast to

our hypothesis, having schoolmates of the same-ethnic ori-

gin protected children of Dutch national origin, but not ethnic

minority children against bullying involvement. Finally,

bullying was more prevalent in ethnically diverse schools,

with both Dutch and non-Dutch children more often

involved in bullying in these schools. We found some indi-

cations that in the moderate heterogeneous schools, ethnic

differences in bullying involvement were the largests.

However, we did not observe a consistent pattern of ethnic

differences across the different diversity levels, making it

difficult to draw any conclusions on this finding.

The finding that early primary school children with an

ethnic minority background are more often bullies than

children of Dutch national origin is largely in line with

previous US and European studies among older children

(Glew et al. 2005; Graham and Juvonen 2002; Juvonen

et al. 2003; Nansel et al. 2001; Tippett et al. 2013; Tolsma

et al. 2013; Vervoort et al. 2010). However, the higher rates

of victimization among non-Dutch children contrast with

earlier research showing no ethnic differences (Sweeting

and West 2001; Thijs et al. 2014; Tippett et al. 2013;

Wolke et al. 2001) or reporting lower victimization rates

among ethnic minority children (Graham and Juvonen

2002; Hanish and Guerra 2000; Juvonen et al. 2003; Nansel

et al. 2001; Spriggs et al. 2007). These differences might

reflect age differences, but could also be due to dissimi-

larities in ethnic backgrounds, as these studies were con-

ducted in the USA where the composition of ethnic

minority groups is rather different from European coun-

tries. Moreover, most research collapsed children of dif-

ferent ethnic minorities in rather heterogeneous categories

(Verkuyten and Thijs 2002). Within in our sample com-

prising of large subgroups of children with Surinamese,

Table 2 Associations between ethnic composition of schools and risk of involvement in bullying

School composition Odds ratio for victim/bully status (95 % CI)a,b

Victims (n = 367) Bullies (n = 1476) Bully-victims (n = 1231)

School-level variable

Diversity index (per 0.1 point, range 0–1)

In total sample (n = 8523) 1.06 (1.00; 1.13) 1.05 (1.02; 1.08) 1.12 (1.06; 1.19)

Individual-level variable

Proportion children of same-ethnic group (per 10 %)c

In Dutch children only (n = 4395) 0.90 (0.83; 0.98) 0.93 (0.89; 0.98) 0.87 (0.81; 0.93)

In non-Dutch children only (n = 4128) 1.01 (0.91; 1.12) 1.00 (0.94; 1.06) 0.98 (0.91; 1.06)

Bold values are statistically significant (p\ 0.05)
a All analyses adjusted for child gender and age, having siblings, single parenthood, and parental age and education. These confounders were

included as individual-level variables
b Reference is the group of uninvolved children (n = 5449 for total sample, n = 3058 for sample of Dutch children, n = 2391 for sample of

non-Dutch children)
c In n = 8523, the interaction effects of ethnic background * proportion of children of same-ethnic group in predicting bullying involvement

were: p value = 0.11 for victims, 0.12 for bully-victims and 0.07 for bullies

n=1,678 n=192 n=1,510 n=735 n=1,207 n=3,201

Fig. 2 Prevalence of bullying and victimization by ethnic back-

ground (n = 8523)
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Antillean, Turkish, Moroccan and Cape Verdean back-

grounds, we showed that each of these subgroups was more

likely to be involved in bullying. This suggests that bul-

lying is not just a problem of a particular group, but of

ethnic minority status. However, the finding that only

children of non-Dutch Western background had similar

odds of bullying behaviour as their peers of Dutch national

origin does not support the notion that bullying behaviour

is inherent to ethnic minority status per se. Alternatively, if

interpreted in light of the social misfit theory (Wright et al.

1986), this finding may also suggest that individuals of

non-Dutch Western origins are more alike Dutch than non-

Western individuals.

Besides individual ethnic background, ethnic diversity

at schools was also associated with bullying behaviour. The

finding that children in ethnically mixed schools had rela-

tively high risks of involvement in different forms of bul-

lying is perhaps not surprising given that non-Dutch

children were more involved in bullying and by definition

are found more frequently in ethnically mixed schools.

Possibly, cultural differences in normative believes about

social interactions and how to obtain a position within a

social network account for this finding. With children of

many different origins visiting ethnically diverse schools,

such cultural differences are likely to exist and may cause

frictions or misunderstanding, eventually resulting in bul-

lying behaviour. Sociological studies also provide an

explanation for the high prevalence of bullying in ethni-

cally mixed schools, by showing that homogeneous groups

perform better and have fewer conflicts than more hetero-

geneous groups (Thomas 1999). Furthermore, teachers in

ethnically diverse schools may have relatively little time to

promote children’s development of social and coping

skills, and to intervene in bullying problems, as they have

other priorities associated with teaching disadvantaged

children, such as reducing developmental delays.

Our findings also indicated that among non-Dutch

children, having school mates of the same-ethnic origin

does not provide the anticipated protective effect against

bullying involvement. Furthermore, the extent of ethnic

differences in bullying did not seem to depend on ethnic

diversity within schools. These two findings are in contrast

with our hypotheses and do not provide support for the

social misfit theory (Wright et al. 1986), which suggests

that ethnic minority children are less attainable targets of

bullying when their specific minority group is relatively

common. The lack of findings might be explained by the

fact that the number of co-ethnics varied substantially in

our sample. As indicated by Jackson et al. (2006), a sub-

stantial group of co-ethnics rather than just a few may be

necessary to provide a safe haven. Possibly, for many

minority children the necessary critical mass of co-ethnics

was not present. Another explanation may lie in the fact

that we examined diversity at a school level rather than at

the class level, given that, in the Netherlands, the class

composition in grades 1 and 2 changes substantially during

a school year. Although diversity within schools is proba-

bly closely related to diversity in school classes, the pro-

portion of same-ethnic peers may have differed slightly

between school and class level, particularly for rather small

ethnic groups. Future studies using social network analysis

could examine the role of critical mass in ethnic differ-

ences in school bullying in more detail. Such analyses

could also help determine who is bullying whom, and

whether bullying occurs between or within different ethnic

origins (or both).

Remarkably, for children of Dutch national origin,

homogeneity within schools protected against bullying

involvement. We assume that this finding is mainly due to

school characteristics unrelated to ethnicity. Ethnically

homogeneous schools in Rotterdam are mainly based in

wealthier neighbourhoods with few ethnic minorities,

while heterogeneous schools are typically found in poor

neighbourhoods. Neighbourhood characteristics, like social

(dis)advantage and (absence of) criminality, might influ-

ence children’s behaviours at school. Although the analy-

ses were adjusted for several sociodemographic factors at

the individual level, residual confounding by social dis-

advantage and related factors at school level or neigh-

bourhood level cannot be ruled out.

Strengths and Limitations

The present study was strengthened by its large sample

size, and the analyses of both child ethnicity and ethnic

school composition. Moreover, the multilevel models

accounted for children within schools being more alike

than children from different schools (Pickett and Pearl

2001). Limitations of this study include the use of a single

informant of bullying and victimization. Multiple infor-

mants could generate more accurate data on less overt

bullying behaviours such as relational bullying (Shakoor

et al. 2011). Moreover, teacher’s bias against children’s

ethnic background (Sonuga-Barke et al. 1993) and tea-

cher’s own ethnic origin may have affected the teacher

reports. We could not account for this, as we lacked

information on ethnic background of teachers. However,

the overlap between teacher and child reports of bullying

and victimization in a subsample (Verlinden et al. 2014)

was substantial, suggesting that the magnitude of bias, if

any, is rather small. Furthermore, validity of a teacher

report is provided by previous work showing that teachers’

ratings of bullying and victimization are strong predictors

of later psychiatric disorders (Ronning et al. 2009).
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Conclusions

The present study provides novel insights by showing that

in the first grades of primary school, children of diverse

ethnic backgrounds have a higher risk of bullying

involvement than their peers of Dutch national origin.

Ethnic diversity in schools also predicted more bullying

behaviour. However, we found no support for the social

misfit perspective on ethnicity and bullying (Wright et al.

1986), as the proportion of same-ethnic schoolmates was

not associated with bullying among ethnic minority chil-

dren, and the association of ethnic minority status with

bullying did not consistently depend on ethnic diversity

within schools.

Apparently, other mechanisms account for ethnic dif-

ferences in bullying, and these should be examined in

future research.

Previously, school-based anti-bullying interventions

have had moderate successes in reducing the prevalence of

bullying behaviour, with more success in primary than in

secondary schools (Smith and Ananiadou 2003). Most

bullying intervention programs do not specifically address

problems associated with children’s ethnic backgrounds or

school context. Our findings suggest it may be worthwhile

considering ethnicity-related issues in future prevention

and intervention programs. Plausibly, large reductions in

absolute numbers of bullying can be obtained with tailor-

made interventions in ethnically diverse schools. Consid-

ering the observed ethnic differences in the first grades of

primary school, such interventions should be offered early

in the school curriculum. Timely intervention is probably

the best approach to prevent that bullying becomes an

entrenched way of how children interact with their peers.

Acknowledgments This work was supported by the Sophia Foun-

dation for Medical Research SSWO under Grant 602.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

Conflict of Interest The authors declare that they have no conflict of

interest.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative

Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creative

commons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distri-

bution, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate

credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the

Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

Aboud, E. F. (1988). Children and prejudice. Oxford: Blackwell.

Bar-Haim, Y., Ziv, T., Lamy, D., & Hodes, R. M. (2006). Nature and

nurture in own-race face processing. Psychological Science,

17(2), 159–163.

Baron, A. S., & Banaji, M. R. (2006). The development of implicit

attitudes. Evidence of race evaluations from ages 6 and 10 and

adulthood. Psychological Science, 17(1), 53–58.

Benner, A. D., & Yan, N. (2015). Classroom race/ethnic composition,

family-school connections, and the transition to school. Applied

Developmental Science, 19(3), 127–138.

Bond, L., Carlin, J. B., Thomas, L., Rubin, K., & Patton, G. (2001).

Does bullying cause emotional problems? A prospective study of

young teenagers. BMJ, 323(7311), 480–484.

Budescu, D. V., & Budescu, M. (2012). How to measure diversity

when you must. Psychological Methods, 17(2), 215–227.

Cameron, J. A., Alvarez, J. M., Ruble, D. N., & Fuligni, A. J. (2001).

Children’s lay theories about in-groups and outgroups: Recon-

ceptualizing research on prejudice. Personality and Social

Psychology Review, 5, 118–128.

Carlyle, K. E., & Steinman, K. J. (2007). Demographic differences in

the prevalence, co-occurrence, and correlates of adolescent

bullying at school. Journal of School Health, 77(9), 623–629.

Craig, W., Harel-Fisch, Y., Fogel-Grinvald, H., Dostaler, S., Hetland,

J., Simons-Morton, B., et al. (2009). A cross-national profile of

bullying and victimization among adolescents in 40 countries.

International Journal of Public Health, 54(Suppl 2), 216–224.

Duffy, A. L. (2004). Bullying in schools: A social identity perspective.

Southport: Griffith University.

Durkin, K., Hunter, S., Levin, K. A., Bergin, D., Heim, D., & Howe,

C. (2012). Discriminatory peer aggression among children as a

function of minority status and group proportion in school

context. European Journal of Social Psychology, 42(2),

243–251.

Glew, G. M., Fan, M. Y., Katon, W., Rivara, F. P., & Kernic, M. A.

(2005). Bullying, psychosocial adjustment, and academic per-

formance in elementary school. Archives of Pediatric and

Adolescent Medicine, 159(11), 1026–1031.

Graham, S., & Juvonen, J. (2002). Ethnicity, peer harassment, and

adjustment in middle school: An exploratory study. Journal of

Early Adolescence, 22, 173–197.

Griffin, R., & Gross, A. (2004). Childhood bullying: Current

empirical findings and future directions for research. Aggression

and Violent Behaviour, 9, 379–400.

Hanish, L. D., & Guerra, N. G. (2000). The roles of ethnicity and

school context in predicting children’s victimization by peers.

American Journal of Community Psychology, 28(2), 201–223.

Jackson, M. F., Barth, J. M., Powell, N., & Lochman, J. E. (2006).

Classroom contextual effects of race on children’s peer nomi-

nations. Child Development, 77(5), 1325–1337.

Jansen, P. W., Verlinden, M., Dommisse-van Berkel, A., Mieloo, C.,

van der Ende, J., Veenstra, R., et al. (2012). Prevalence of

bullying and victimization among children in early elementary

school: Do family and school neighbourhood socioeconomic

status matter? BMC Public Health, 12(1), 494.

Julious, S. A. (2004). Using confidence intervals around individual

means to assess statistical significance between two means.

Pharmceutical Statistics, 3, 217–222.

Juvonen, J., Graham, S., & Schuster, M. A. (2003). Bullying among

young adolescents: The strong, the weak, and the troubled.

Pediatrics, 112(6), 1231–1237.

Kelly, D. J., Quinn, P. C., Slater, A. M., Lee, K., Gibson, A., Smith,

M., et al. (2005). Three-month-olds, but not newborns, prefer

own-race faces. Developmental Science, 8, F31–F36.

Kim, Y. S., Leventhal, B. L., Koh, Y. J., Hubbard, A., & Boyce, W. T.

(2006). School bullying and youth violence: Causes or conse-

quences of psychopathologic behavior? Archives of General

Psychiatry, 63(9), 1035–1041.

Nansel, T. R., Overpeck, M., Pilla, R. S., Ruan, W. J., Simons-

Morton, B., & Scheidt, P. (2001). Bullying behaviors among US

Race Soc Probl (2016) 8:271–280 279

123

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


youth: Prevalence and association with psychosocial adjustment.

JAMA, 285(16), 2094–2100.

National Kompas. (2014). Etniciteit: Definitie en gegevens [Ethnicity:

Definition and facts]. Retrieved 01 July 2016, from http://www.

nationaalkompas.nl/bevolking/etniciteit/wat-is-etniciteit/.

Nesdale, D. (2001). The development of prejudice in children. In M.

A. Augoustinos & K. J. Reynolds (Eds.), Understanding

prejudice, racism, and social conflict (pp. 92–110). London:

Sage.

Nesdale, D. (2004). Social identity processes and children’s ethnic

prejudice. In M. Bennett & F. Sani (Eds.), The development of

the social self (pp. 219–245). New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Olweus, D. (1993). Bullying at school: What we know and what we

can do. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Ortiz, A. M., & Santos, S. J. (2009). Ethnicity in college. Advancing

theory and improving diversity practices on campus. Sterling,

VA: Stylus Publishing, LCC.

Pauker, K., Ambady, N., & Apfelbaum, E. P. (2010). Race salience

and essentialist thinking in racial stereotype development. Child

Development, 81(6), 1799–1813.

Perren, S., & Alsaker, F. D. (2006). Social behavior and peer

relationships of victims, bully-victims, and bullies in kinder-

garten. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 47(1),

45–57.

Pickett, K. E., & Pearl, M. (2001). Multilevel analyses of neighbour-

hood socioeconomic context and health outcomes: A critical

review. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 55(2),

111–122.

Ronning, J. A., Sourander, A., Kumpulainen, K., Tamminen, T.,

Niemela, S., Moilanen, I., et al. (2009). Cross-informant

agreement about bullying and victimization among eight-year-

olds: Whose information best predicts psychiatric caseness

10–15 years later? Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemi-

ology, 44(1), 15–22.

Schafer, J. L., & Graham, J. L. (2002). Missing data: Our view of the

state of the art. Psychological Methods, 7(2), 147–177.

Schreier, A., Wolke, D., Thomas, K., Horwood, J., Hollis, C.,

Gunnell, D., et al. (2009). Prospective study of peer victimiza-

tion in childhood and psychotic symptoms in a nonclinical

population at age 12 years. Archives of General Psychiatry,

66(5), 527–536.

Shakoor, S., Jaffee, S. R., Andreou, P., Bowes, L., Ambler, A. P.,

Caspi, A., et al. (2011). Mothers and children as informants of

bullying victimization: Results from an epidemiological cohort

of children. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 39(3),

379–387.

Shaw, R. J., Atkin, K., Becares, L., Albor, C. B., Stafford, M.,

Kiernan, K. E., et al. (2012). Impact of ethnic density on adult

mental disorders: Narrative review. British Journal of Psychi-

atry, 201(1), 11–19.

Smith, P. K., & Ananiadou, K. (2003). The nature of school bullying

and the effectiveness of school-based interventions. Journal of

Applied Psychoanalytic Studies, 5(2), 189–209.

Sonuga-Barke, E. J. S., Kuldeep, M., Taylor, E. A., & Sandberg, S. (1993).

Inter-ethnic bias in teacher’s ratings of childhood hyperactivity.

British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 11(2), 187–200.

Spriggs, A. L., Iannotti, R. J., Nansel, T. R., & Haynie, D. L. (2007).

Adolescent bullying involvement and perceived family, peer and

school relations: Commonalities and differences across race/

ethnicity. Journal of Adolescent Health, 41(3), 283–293.

Statistics Netherlands (2004a) [Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek].

Standaard Onderwijsindeling 2003 [Standard Classification of

Education 2003]. Voorburg/Heerlen.

Statistics Netherlands (2004b) [Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek].

Allochtonen in Nederland [Migrants in the Netherlands]. Voor-

burg/Heerlen.

Sweeting, H., & West, P. (2001). Being different: Correlates of the

experience of teasing and bullying at age 11. Research Papers in

Education, 16(3), 225–246.

Thijs, J., Verkuyten, M., & Grundel, M. (2014). Ethnic classroom

composition and peer victimization: The moderating role of

classroom attitudes. Journal of Social Issues, 70(1), 134–150.

Thomas, D. (1999). Cultural diversity and work group effectiveness:

An experimental study. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology,

30, 242–263.

Tippett, N., Wolke, D., & Platt, L. (2013). Ethnicity and bullying

involvement in a national UK youth sample. Journal of

Adolescence, 36(4), 639–649.

Tolsma, J., van Deurzen, I., Stark, T. H., & Veenstra, R. (2013). Who

is bullying whom in ethnically diverse primary schools?

Exploring links between bullying, ethnicity, and ethnic diversity

in Dutch primary schools. Social Networks, 35, 51–61.

Verkuyten, M., & Thijs, J. (2002). Racist victimization among

children in The Netherlands: The effect of ethnic group and

school. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 25(2), 310–331.

Verlinden, M., Veenstra, R., Ringoot, A. P., Jansen, P. W., Raat, H.,

Hofman, A., et al. (2014). Detecting bullying in early elementary

school with a computerized peer-nomination instrument. Psy-

chological Assessment, 26(2), 628–641.

Vervoort, M., Scholte, R., & Overbeek, G. (2010). Bullying and

victimization among adolescents: The role of ethnicity and

ethnic composition of school class. Journal of Youth and

Adolescence, 39, 1–11.

Wolke, D., Woods, S., Stanford, K., & Schulz, H. (2001). Bullying

and victimization of primary school children in England and

Germany: Prevalence and school factors. British Journal of

Developmental Psychology, 92, 673–696.

Wright, J., Giammarino, M., & Parad, H. (1986). Social status in

small groups: Individual-group similarity and the social ‘‘mis-

fit’’. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 523–536.

280 Race Soc Probl (2016) 8:271–280

123

http://www.nationaalkompas.nl/bevolking/etniciteit/wat-is-etniciteit/
http://www.nationaalkompas.nl/bevolking/etniciteit/wat-is-etniciteit/

	Bullying and Victimization Among Young Elementary School Children: The Role of Child Ethnicity and Ethnic School Composition
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Ethnic Background and Bullying Involvement

	Methods
	Design
	Study Population
	Measures
	Ethnicity and Ethnic School Composition
	Bullying and Victimization
	Possible Confounding Factors

	Statistical Analyses

	Results
	Discussion
	Strengths and Limitations

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	References




