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Abstract

The current study bridges research on peer relational and physical victimiza-
tion with research on ethnic victimization and situates this research in the
context of ethnic diversity. Specifically, the authors investigate how ethnic,
relational,and physical victimization relate to concurrent levels of depression/
anxiety and physical aggression and assess individual and classroom ethnic
differences in these associations. These associations are tested using data
from a cross-sectional sample of Aboriginal, Asian, and Caucasian adoles-
cents in Grades 6 and 7. Overall, ethnic, relational, and physical victimization
were significantly intercorrelated and showed common and unique associa-
tions with depression/anxiety and physical aggression that differed modestly
by ethnicity. Levels of classroom ethnic diversity differentially influenced
some of the associations between ethnic (but not relational or physical)
victimization and adjustment problems for Aboriginal and Asian adolescents.
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Studies report that 10% to 30% of adolescents are persistently victimized by
peers (Eslea et al., 2003; Espelage & Swearer, 2003), with some studies
reporting even higher rates for ethnic minority adolescents (Bellmore, Wit-
kow, Graham, & Juvonen, 2004; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Peer victimization
reflects experiences of repetitive, intentionally hurtful acts of interpersonal
aggression where there is a social or physical power imbalance between the
aggressor and victim (Olweus, 1993). Several subtypes of peer victimization
have been identified, including relational victimization, which threatens the
victim’s friendships and social status, and physical victimization, which
includes threats or incidences of bodily harm (Espelage & Swearer, 2003).

More recently, research has also begun to address adolescents’ experi-
ences of peer ethnic victimization, which is often enacted through relational,
physical, or verbal means, but adolescents are specifically targeted because
of their ethnicity or race (Larochette, Murphy, & Craig, 2010; McKenney,
Pepler, Craig, & Connolly, 2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Research on peer
ethnic victimization draws from the general peer victimization literature in its
focus on repetitive, intentional harm enacted by peers and power imbalance
between the aggressor and victim. Ethnic victimization is also conceptually
related to the ethnic discrimination literature, which focuses more broadly on
adolescents’ experiences of prejudice or unfair treatment that is due to their
ethnicity or race and that may involve a power imbalance but is not necessar-
ily repetitive, intentionally spiteful, or enacted by peers (Fisher, Wallace, &
Fenton, 2000; Galliher, Jones, & Dahl, 2011; Greene, Way, & Pahl, 2006;
Sellers, Copeland-Linder, Martin, & Lewis, 2006).

The lines of research on peer ethnic victimization and ethnic discrimina-
tion have generally remained disconnected from each other and from research
on peer relational and physical victimization, limiting understanding of how
ethnic victimization relates to relational and physical victimization. In addi-
tion, research has established that peer relational and physical victimization
(Espelage & Swearer, 2003) and ethnic discrimination (Greene et al., 2006;
Sellers et al., 20006) are related to adjustment problems. However, studies of
ethnic victimization have primarily focused on ethnic differences and few
have examined associations with adjustment problems. Moreover, little work
has examined how the context of ethnicity such as the level of ethnic diversity
in classrooms affects the associations between subtypes of peer victimization,
especially ethnic victimization, and adjustment problems and individual eth-
nic differences in these associations (Graham, 2006). The current study
extends the literature on peer victimization by focusing on ethnic, relational,
and physical victimization and by assessing the associations among subtypes
of victimization and adjustment problems in the context of individual and
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classroom ethnicity with a sample of Aboriginal, Asian, and Caucasian ado-
lescents. We next discuss the rationale guiding our research.

Theoretical Foundations of Peer Ethnic Victimization

Social cognitive theory on the development of ethnic understanding contends
that the potential for ethnic prejudice and related adverse emotional and
behavioral responses to perceived prejudice increases during early adoles-
cence (Quintana, 1998). These risks for ethnic prejudice and concomitant
maladjustment are proposed to arise as adolescents become increasingly
aware of the possibility for ethnic discrimination to be based on social-status
hierarchies where ethnic majority groups (e.g., Caucasian adolescents) are
more often accorded greater social power than ethnic minority groups (e.g.,
Aboriginal adolescents). Social cognitive theory on intergroup attitudes fur-
ther argues that adolescents develop pro in-group preferences and out-group
biases to reduce perceived threats to their in-group functioning (Rutland,
Killen, & Abrams, 2010). Consistent with these theories, a meta-analysis from
Raabe and Beelman (2011) suggests that ethnic discrimination peaks in mid-
dle childhood and then decreases slightly until stabilizing from late childhood
to adolescence. Yet this differs based on children’s ethnic group: The preju-
dice of ethnic majority to ethnic minority children decreases from middle to
late childhood, whereas the prejudice of ethnic minority to ethnic majority
children increases during this time, possibly due to the growing awareness of
social-status differences (Quintana, 1998) or ongoing experiences of ethnic
victimization. This also suggests the possibility for groups of ethnic minority
adolescents to differentially experience ethnic victimization related to differ-
ences in the social standing of their group (e.g., Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002) and
also the potential for ethnic majority (e.g., Caucasian) adolescents to experi-
ence ethnic victimization (Vervoort, Scholte, & Overbeek, 2010).

This understanding of social inequities between ethnic minority and major-
ity groups might become particularly salient for the discriminatory experi-
ences of adolescents depending on the ethnic diversity of the social context,
such as their classroom (Graham, 2006). Indeed, research confirms that the
social context becomes particularly important for the likelihood of ethnic dis-
crimination during adolescence (Raabe & Beelman, 2011). Intergroup contact
theory further suggests that more ethnically diverse settings set the stage for
intergroup contact to reduce prejudice if equal status is accorded to the groups
(Allport, 1954; Rutland et al., 2010). Thus, the ethnic diversity of adoles-
cents’ classrooms might contribute meaningfully to their likelihood of
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experiencing peer ethnic victimization and other forms of victimization
(Bellmore et al., 2004; Vervoort et al., 2010), adjustment problems (Juvonen,
Nishina, & Graham, 2006; Vervoort et al., 2010), and for how victimization
relates to adjustment, particularly for ethnic minority adolescents.

The Significance of Peer Ethnic Victimization and Adolescents’
Individual Ethnicity

Consistent with theoretical postulations and empirical findings that ethnic
discrimination is a common, hurtful experience for ethnic minority adoles-
cents (Fisher et al., 2000; Galliher et al., 2011; Greene et al., 2006; Sellers
et al., 2006), research also finds that ethnic victimization is a more prevalent
experience for ethnic minority than majority (i.e., Caucasian) adolescents
(Larochette et al., 2010; McKenney et al., 2006; Moran, Smith, Thompson,
& Whitney, 1993; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). For instance, LaRochette et al.
found that ethnic minority Canadian adolescents (including Aboriginal and
Asian) in Grades 6 to 10 were more likely to report being ethnically victim-
ized than Caucasian adolescents. Alternatively, findings for ethnic differ-
ences in peer relational, physical, and general assessments of victimization
(where subtypes are not distinguished) are mixed (Kawabata & Crick, 2011;
Moran et al., 1993; Storch, Nock, Masia-Warner, & Barlas, 2003; Vervoort
et al., 2010), suggesting that the content of ethnic victimization as compared
to the way it is enacted might matter most for ethnic minority adolescents.
Studies show that peer relational and physical victimization as well as
general assessments of victimization relate consistently to concurrent and
prospective levels of depression, anxiety, and physical aggression (Hoglund
& Leadbeater, 2007; Hunter, Durkin, Heim, Howe, & Bergin, 2010;
Leadbeater & Hoglund, 2009; Singh & Bussey, 2011; Storch et al., 2003).
However, the associations between ethnic victimization and adjustment prob-
lems have rarely been assessed, particularly after accounting for relational
and physical victimization. In one of the few studies of ethnic victimization
and adjustment, McKenney et al. (2006) found that ethnic victimization was
related to concurrent and prospective levels of internalizing (composite of
depression/anxiety, somatization, and withdrawal) and externalizing (com-
posite of aggression and delinquency) problems among first- and second-
generation immigrant Canadian adolescents in Grades 7 to 11, after accounting
for the contributions of a general assessment of victimization. Bellmore et al.
(2004) also found that African American, Hispanic, and Asian adolescents
who were victimized (assessed generally) showed higher concurrent levels of
anxiety than Caucasian adolescents, suggesting that relationships between
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subtypes of victimization and adjustment may be stronger for ethnic minor-
ity than majority adolescents.

Overall, it is unclear whether ethnic victimization shows the same pattern
of associations with internalizing and externalizing adjustment problems as
relational and physical victimization and whether these associations vary by
adolescents’ ethnicity. It is also unclear whether the associations between eth-
nic victimization and adjustment are driven primarily by relational and physi-
cal forms of victimization or whether the content (e.g., taunts about one’s
ethnic group) also makes a difference. We examine these associations with
Aboriginal and South Asian (as well as Southeast) adolescents who have
often been neglected in peer victimization research.

The Significance of Classroom Ethnic Diversity

Beyond individual ethnicity, the ethnic diversity of adolescents’ classrooms
may affect their likelihood of experiencing diverse forms of peer victimiza-
tion and concomitant adjustment problems. Graham (2006) contends that peer
relationships are more likely to be equitable in ethnically diverse classrooms
when the numerical representation of each ethnic group is approximately
equal. Accordingly, ethnic minority adolescents are expected to be at lower
risk for peer victimization (and possibly ethnic victimization to a greater
extent) and adjustment problems when they are nested more relative to less
diverse classrooms. Indeed, research in the United States commonly finds that
ethnic minority adolescents and adolescents in the numerical minority group
experience less peer victimization (assessed generally) and fewer adjustment
problems in more relative to less diverse classrooms (Graham, Bellmore,
Nishina & Juvonen, 2009; Hanish & Guerra, 2000; Juvonen et al., 2006). For
instance, Juvonen et al. found that African American and Latino adolescents
in Grade 6 experienced less peer victimization (assessed generally) and felt
safer and less lonely in more relative to less ethnically diverse classrooms.
Similar findings have also been found for ethnic victimization for both ethnic
minority (Moroccan) and majority (Dutch) adolescents in the Netherlands
(Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). It may be that adolescents in ethnically heteroge-
neous classrooms are more likely to perceive acts of peer victimization based
on ethnicity as morally wrong relative to adolescents in more homogeneous
classrooms (e.g., Killen, Kelly, Richardson, Crystal, & Ruck, 2010).

In contrast, with a sample of Turkish, Moroccan, and Surinamese ethnic
minority and Dutch ethnic majority adolescents in Grade 8, Vervoort et al.
(2010) found that ethnic minority adolescents reported more interpersonal
aggression in more diverse classrooms than ethnic majority adolescents. Both
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ethnic minority and majority adolescents also reported more peer victimiza-
tion (assessed generally) in classrooms with greater ethnic diversity. It may be
that there were few cross-ethnic friendships in these classrooms to assist in the
reduction of victimization and aggression (Kawabata & Crick, 2011). Together,
these findings indicate mixed support for the proposition that greater ethnic
diversity in classrooms necessarily affords benefits for ethnic minority adoles-
cents in terms of risks for peer victimization or adjustment problems.

Studies from Graham and colleagues are among the few that have exam-
ined associations between peer victimization and adjustment problems in the
context of ethnic diversity. For instance, Graham et al. (2006) found that peer
victimization (assessed generally) was directly associated with internalizing
problems (a latent construct of depressive symptoms and low self-worth) in
both low- and high-diversity classrooms. Research on classroom ethnic diver-
sity has rarely assessed subtypes of victimization and both internalizing and
externalizing adjustment problems in one study. Thus, it is unclear whether
classroom ethnic diversity moderates the relationships between subtypes of
victimization and both internalizing and externalizing problems and individ-
ual ethnic differences in these associations.

In sum, current study examines the roles of individual and classroom eth-
nicity on the concurrent associations between subtypes of victimization and
symptoms of depression and anxiety and physical aggression in early adoles-
cence. With our correlational and multilevel analyses that follow we address
our secondary (1 and 2) and primary (3 and 4) research questions in turn:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Do mean levels of peer victimization and
adjustment problems differ by ethnicity?

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Do subtypes of victimization each relate
uniquely to adjustment problems?

Research Question 3 (RQ3):Does individual ethnicity moderate these
associations?

Research Question 4 (RO4): Does classroom ethnic diversity moderate
the associations between victimization and adjustment and individ-
ual ethnic differences in these associations?

Method
Participants

Participants were 335 adolescents in 20 Grade 6 (52.5%) and 7 classrooms
from a middle school in western Canada (57.3% girls; mean age = 12.5
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years, SD = 0.59). Adolescents’ ethnicity was representative of the school:
79.7% European/Caucasian (n = 267), 9.6% South and Southeast Asian (n =
32), and 10.7% Aboriginal (n = 36). Aboriginal adolescents were from one
of four reservations located in the proximity of the school. The majority of
adolescents (76%) lived in a two-parent houschold. Seventeen percent of
adolescents’ parents had a high school diploma or less, 47% had college or
technical training, and 36% had a bachelor degree or higher.

Procedure

Information packages consisting of the purpose of the study, parental consent
forms, and a short demographic questionnaire were sent home with all Grade
6 and 7 students. Adolescents who returned their consent form received a
snack item. Homeroom classrooms received CDN$1 toward a class activity
for each consent form returned. Of eligible adolescents, 67.8% returned their
consent forms and consent was received for 63.1% (n = 339, range = 50% to
92% across classrooms). The final sample included 62.4% (N = 335) of con-
sented, eligible adolescents nested within 20 classrooms (data for two stu-
dents were not collected and data for two students were excluded from the
current study as they were the only participants in their classrooms).

Data were collected in 40-minute blocks during class time. Adolescents
self-reported their ethnicity and completed questionnaires assessing peer vic-
timization, depression, anxiety, and aggression in class groups of 12 to 27
adolescents. One research assistant read the questions aloud and two others
circulated to ensure that questionnaires were completed correctly. Absent
adolescents completed the questionnaires with a research assistant within a
2-week period.

Measures

The criterion constructs were computed as the average of their respective
items.

Peer victimization was measured via self-reports on three subscales: eth-
nic, relational, and physical. Ethnic victimization included items that focused
on repeated, hurtful actions that specifically target the adolescent because of
her or his ethnicity (8 items; for example, “say insulting things about your ethnic
group,” “tell jokes or make fun of your ethnic group,” “make you feel ashamed
of your ethnic group,” “imitate your ethnic accent in a negative way”). These
items were developed for the current study based on the ethnic discrimination
literature (including the peer-focused items from the Adolescent Discrimination

99 ¢
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Distress Index; Fisher et al., 2000) and via consultations with the Aboriginal
Education liaison at the local school district as studies of ethnic victimization
were scarce at that point in time (see also Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Typically,
ethnic victimization is assessed via 1-item measures (e.g., “bullied because of
your ethnicity”; Larochette et al., 2010; McKenney et al., 2006) where the
validity or reliability of the measure cannot be assessed. While the mecha-
nisms used to enact ethnic victimization overlap somewhat with relational
(e.g., “not include you in their activities”), physical (e.g., “threaten to beat you
up”), and verbal (e.g., “say insulting things”) forms of victimization, the focus
is on ethnicity (e.g., “because of your ethnic group”). Relational (5 items; for
example, “leave you out on purpose,” “tell lies about you”) and physical
(5 items; for example, “get pushed or shoved,” “kick you”) victimization
were assessed using the Social Experience Questionnaire (Crick & Grotpeter,
1996). The frequency of each item over the past 4 weeks was rated on a
S-point scale for each subscale (0 = never, 4 = all the time).

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in Mplus 6.1 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2007) was conducted for each victimization subscale to assess the mea-
surement structure of each subscale, and multiple-group models were used to
test measurement invariance between Caucasian and ethnic minority adoles-
cents (some models would not converge when tested with Aboriginal and
Asian students separately). Based on these models, four items from the ethnic
subscale (“make fun of the way you speak,” “make fun of the way you dress,”
“not include you in activities because of your ethnic group,” “threaten to beat
you up because of your ethnic group”) and one item from both the relational
(“keep others from liking you”) and physical (“say they will beat you up”)
subscales were dropped due to low factor loadings (< .40) or invariance
across ethnic groups, resulting in three 4-item subscales. The final CFA mod-
els showed good fit to the data for each subscale and adequate invariance
across the two ethnic groups: ethnic victimization, y*(2) =0.97, p = .62, com-
parative fit index (CFI) = 1.00, root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = 0.00, Ay*(3) = 6.64, p = .08; relational victimization, ¥*(2) =
2.04, p=.53, CFI=1.00, RMSEA =0.01, Ax’(3) = 7.31, p = .06; and physical
victimization, ¥*(2) = 1.28, p = .62, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.00, Ax’(3) =
4.34, p = .23. An overall CFA model with the revised subscales was then
tested to confirm that the three subscales were indeed empirically distinct,
Y(62) = 159.10, p < .01, CFI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.07. Internal consistencies
were moderate for each revised subscale for each ethnic group (as = .69 to
.82; see Table 1), but ethnic victimization was nonnormally distributed, with
a skewness of 2.63 (SE = .13) and kurtosis of 7.38 (SE = .27) and was log-
transformed for all analyses.
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Table I. Psychometric Properties and Bivariate Correlations of Adjustment
Problems and Peer Victimization.

Variables | 2 3 4 M SD Range o
Aboriginal (n = 36)
|. Depression/anxiety — —_ —_ —_ 0.43 041 0-1.73 .86
2. Physical aggression —-.14 — — — 0.20 021 0-079 .60
3. Ethnic victimization B5FEE ] — — 028° 037 0-1.18 .8l
4. Relational victimization Y —-17b 58— 1.14 092 0-3.00 .82
5. Physical victimization Al* .0lb 50 55% 1.14 083 0275 .73
Asian (n = 32)
|. Depression/anxiety — — — — 0.41 030 0-1.00 .75
2. Physical aggression .02 — — — 0.27° 032 0-1.03 .91
3. Ethnic victimization 07° .00 — — 0.29* 032 o-l.01 .70
4. Relational victimization 46%* -3 S — 0.74 0.67 0-250 .80
5. Physical victimization A7 -.03? Al* 70 0.97 0.60 0-025 .69
Caucasian (n = 267)
|. Depression/anxiety —_ — —_ —_ 0.40 037 0-1.82 .85
2. Physical aggression 27 — — — 0.15 023 oO0-1.10 .8l
3. Ethnic victimization Al e 12 — — 0.10* 021 0092 .75
4. Relational victimization 57 24820 g 0.82 0.77 0-400 .82
5. Physical victimization A Spmeb 7wk gk 1.06 081 0400 .83

**Correlations between the same constructs with same superscript and means for the same construct
with same superscript differ significantly (p < .05) by ethnic group based on Fisher’s z tests and one-way
ANOVAs (analyses of variance), respectively.

*p <.05.%%p < .0l.

Adjustment problems were assessed via self-reports on the Depression and
Anxiety subscale (13 items; for example, “feel unhappy, sad or depressed,”
“feel worthless,” “worry a lot”) and the Physical Aggression subscale (19 items;
for example, “tease others a lot,” “mean to others,” “threaten to hurt others”)
of the Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach, 1991). The frequency of each
item over the past 6 months was rated on a 3-point scale (0 = not true to 2 =
very often or often true).

CFAs were also conducted for the adjustment subscales to assess the mea-
surement structure, and multiple-group models were used to test invariance
between ethnic groups. Only 5 of the 19 aggression items clearly addressed
interpersonal aggression (e.g., “tease others,” “threaten to hurt people”) and
were retained for the current analyses. Based on the CFAs, two items were
dropped from the Depression subscale (“feel I have to be perfect,” “I am
suspicious”) due to low factor loadings (< .40) or invariance across ethnic
groups, resulting in a 11-item Depression and a 5-item Aggression subscale.

2
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The final CFAs showed adequate fit to the data and invariance across ethnic
groups: depression, x2(44) = 136.05, p = .62, CFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.08,
Ay*(10) =9.50, p = .49, and physical aggression, x*(5) = 31.59, p = .00, CFI =
0.96, RMSEA = 0.08, Ax2(4) = 13.52, p = .01. Internal consistencies were
moderate to high for adjustment problems (as = .60 to .91; see Table 1).
Physical aggression was nonnormally distributed (skewness =2.32, SE = .13;
kurtosis = 6.10, SE = .27) and was log-transformed for all analyses.
Classroom ethnic diversity was computed using the Simpson index
(Bellmore et al., 2004): D, :l_Zigj p’: where D . Tepresents the ethnic
diversity in a given classroom, p is the proportion of adolescents in the class
in ethnic group 7, and g is the total number of ethnic groups in the class. D
values can range from 0 to 1; higher values indicate greater ethnic diversity
(e.g.,D o= 0 represents an ethnically homogenous class; D o= 0.5 represents
a class with equally represented ethnic groups). In the current study, class-
room diversity was calculated using the three ethnic groups and the average
D, value was 0.33 (SD =0.15; range = 0 to 0.57). The average classroom was
predominately Caucasian, with a few Aboriginal and/or Asian students.

Data Analytical Strategy

Analyses are presented in two sections. First, descriptive data and bivariate
correlations are presented for Aboriginal, Asian, and Caucasian adolescents
separately. Ethnic differences in mean levels of the constructs and in the
strength of the correlations among constructs are assessed using one-way
ANOVAs (analyses of variance) and Fisher’s z tests, respectively. Second, a
series of two-level hierarchical linear models (HLM 6.08; Raudenbush,
Bryk, & Congdon, 2008) are used to assess the associations between peer
victimization and adjustment and individual and classroom ethnic differ-
ences in these relationships. Model 1 tests the unique contributions of vic-
timization to adjustment, controlling for gender and age. Model 2 tests
individual ethnic differences in the associations between victimization and
adjustment. Model 3a examines whether classroom ethnic diversity moder-
ates the main effects of peer victimization and individual ethnicity on adjust-
ment. Model 3b tests whether classroom diversity moderates the effects of
the peer victimization by ethnicity interactions on adjustment. The cross-
level interactions in Models 3a and 3b are entered separately due to power
constraints. Only significant cross-level interactions are presented. These
models are tested first using a dichotomous ethnicity indicator (Caucasian
relative to ethnic minority; see Table 2). These models are then retested using
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Table 2. Hierarchical Linear Regressions of Peer Victimization and Ethnicity on
Adjustment Problems.
Depression/anxiety Physical aggression
Predictors B SE t ratio B SE t ratio
Model |:Peer victimization
Intercept 0.35%* 0.03 12.39 0.21%* 0.02 9.19
Gender (girls = 1) 0.10%* 0.04 2.63 —0.07* 0.03 -2.51
Age 0.03 0.03 1.13 0.04 0.03 1.73
Ethnic victimization 0.04 0.07 0.49 0.01 0.05 0.21
Relational victimization 0.23%  0.03 8.01 -0.02 0.02 -0.94
Physical victimization 0.07* 0.03 2.28 0.10%* 0.02 4.8l
Variance components (SD)
L, .09 (.30) .05 (22)
L2 Intercept, r00j (df = 19) 00 (:03) 00% (.05)
Model 2: Individual ethnicity
Intercept 0.34%* 0.03 10.41 0.16** 0.03 6.01
Gender (girls = 1) 0.10%  0.04 271 —0.06** 0.03 -2.39
Age 0.04 0.03 1.16 0.04 0.03 1.38
Ethnic victimization -0.01 0.09 -0.10 -0.04 0.07 -0.67
Relational victimization 0.23%  0.03 736 -0.01 0.02 -0.34
Physical victimization 0.08* 0.03 2.46 0.12%* 0.02 5.23
Ethnicity (ethnic minority = 1) 0.04 0.07 0.51 0.2 0.05 4.17
Ethnic Victim % Ethnicity 0.20 0.16 123 0.10 0.11 0.85
Relational Victim x Ethnicity -0.03 0.07 -0.42 -0.07 0.05 -1.37
Physical Victim x Ethnicity —-0.07 0.07 -1.01 -0.07 0.05 -1.32
Variance components (SD)
Ll,o? .09 (.30) 04 (21
L2 Intercept, r, (df = 19) 00 (.04) 005 (06)
Model 3b: Class ethnic diversity
Intercept 0.33*  0.03 9.96 0.15%* 0.02 5.96
Class ethnic diversity -0.11 0.14 -0.74 —0.29* 0.12 242
Gender (girls = ) 0.10%  0.04 261 -0.06* 0.03 -2.22
Age 0.03 0.03 1.09 0.05* 0.02 2.02
Ethnic victimization 0.0l 0.09 —0.14 —0.04 0.07 —0.61
Relational victimization 0.23*  0.03 7.49 -0.01 0.02 -0.28
Physical victimization 0.08* 0.03 2.48 0.12%* 0.02 5.49
Ethnicity (ethnic minority = 1) 0.07 0.08 0.95 0.24% 0.05 4.50
Ethnic Victim % Ethnicity 0.07 0.17 0.39 0.20 0.13 1.55
Class ethnic diversity 1.86* 0.92 2.02 —1.49* 0.69 -2.16
Relational Victim x Ethnicity -0.04 0.07 -0.38 -0.08 0.05 —-1.58
Physical victim x Ethnicity -0.09 0.07 —-1.23 —0.08 0.05 -1.57
Variance components (SD)
Ll, o’ .09 (:30) .04 (21
L2 Intercept, 0, (df=18) .00 (.04) .00 (.05)
L2 Victim x Echnic, | (df = 18) 0l an 03 (.16)

Note: Gender: boys = 0, girls = |; ethnicity: Caucasian = 0; ethnic minority = |.

interactions presented.
*p <.05.%p < .01.
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two dummy variables representing Aboriginal and Asian adolescents sepa-
rately (with Caucasian as the referent group) to examine ethnic differences
between these adolescents (see Table 3). In interpreting the results we use an
alpha level of p < .05.

Results
Descriptive Data

Do mean levels of peer victimization and adjustment problems differ by ethnicity?
Overall, mean levels of peer victimization and adjustment problems were rela-
tively low indicating that, on average, these adolescents experienced few epi-
sodes of victimization and few problems (see Table 1). Aboriginal and Asian
adolescents reported more ethnic victimization and Asian adolescents reported
more physical aggression than Caucasian adolescents, F(2, 332) = 1545, p <
.01, and 4.05, p < .05, respectively. Intercorrelations among ethnic, relational,
and physical victimization were significant for all adolescents, but the associa-
tion between ethnic and relational victimization was significantly stronger for
Aboriginal than for Caucasian adolescents (Fisher’s z = -2.20, p < .05). Sub-
types of victimization also correlated significantly with depression/anxiety for
Aboriginal and Caucasian adolescents, with a stronger association between
ethnic victimization and depression/anxiety for Aboriginal than for Caucasian
and Asian adolescents (Fisher’s zs =—3.32 and -2.77, p < .01, respectively). For
Asian adolescents, only the correlation between relational victimization and
depression/anxiety was significant. Subtypes of peer victimization were corre-
lated with physical aggression for Caucasian adolescents only.

Hierarchical Linear Models

A series of two-level hierarchical linear models were examined next to assess
the unique contributions of subtypes of victimization to adjustment problems
and differences in these associations by individual ethnicity and classroom
ethnic diversity. Variation in adjustment problems between adolescents was
modeled at Level 1 as a function of gender, age, peer victimization, individual
ethnicity, and interactions between victimization and ethnicity. Between-
classroom variation was modeled at Level 2 as a function of classroom diver-
sity, and the cross-level interactions were modeled as random parameters. Peer
victimization and the Level 1 interactions were group-mean-centered. Age and
classroom diversity were grand-mean-centered.
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Unconditional means models were tested first to assess the proportion of
within- and between-classroom variance in adjustment. The proportion of
between-classroom variance was not significant for depression/anxiety,
v’(19) = 15.16, p = .50, intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) = .000, but
was significant for physical aggression, ¥’(19) = 38.62, p < .01, ICC = .057,
with none of the variance in depression/anxiety located between classrooms
and 5.7% of the variance in aggression located between classrooms.

Peer victimization: Do subtypes of victimization each relate uniquely to adjust-
ment problems? The unique contributions of subtypes of victimization to
adjustment problems, controlling for gender and age were assessed next.
Girls reported significantly more symptoms of depression/anxiety but less
aggression than boys (see Table 2, Model 1). Levels of depression/anxiety
did not differ by age, but older adolescents reported significantly more
aggression than younger adolescents. Adolescents who experienced more
relational and physical victimization than their classmates showed signifi-
cantly higher levels of depression/anxiety. Adolescents who reported more
physical victimization than their classmates also showed higher levels of
physical aggression. The main effects for ethnic victimization were not sig-
nificant, suggesting that relational and physical forms of victimization may
be more salient for adjustment problems among this sample of adolescents.
Nonetheless, individual ethnicity and classroom diversity moderated some of
the associations between ethnic victimization and adjustment.

Individual ethnicity: Does individual ethnicity moderate these associations? Lev-
els of depression/anxiety did not differ by ethnicity, but levels of physical
aggression were significantly higher for ethnic minority than for Caucasian
adolescents (see Table 2, Model 2). Analyses with the separate dummy codes
for Aboriginal and Asian adolescents indicated that aggression was signifi-
cantly higher for Asian adolescents and modestly higher for Aboriginal ado-
lescents than for Caucasian adolescents (see Table 3, Model 2). In addition,
the ethnic victimization by Aboriginal ethnicity interaction was significant
for depression/anxiety. As Aboriginal adolescents experienced more ethnic
victimization they showed related increases in depression/anxiety, whereas
this association did not differ for non-Aboriginal adolescents. This finding
was further qualified by classroom ethnic diversity.

Classroom ethnic diversity: Does classroom ethnic diversity moderate these
associations? Levels of depression/anxiety did not differ by classroom ethnic
diversity, but levels of aggression were significantly higher in less relative to
more diverse classrooms (see Table 2, Model 3b). These findings were quali-
fied by the three-way interactions among ethnic victimization, individual eth-
nicity, and classroom diversity. (No two-way cross-level interactions from
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e Non-Aboriginal, Low Class Diversity
0.90 Non-Aboriginal, High Class Diversity
— Aboriginal, Low Class Diversity
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Ethnic Victimization

Figure 1. The association between ethnic victimization and depression/anxiety |
SD above (high) and below (low) the mean of classroom ethnic diversity for
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal adolescents.

Model 3a were significant.) Ethnic minority adolescents who experienced
more ethnic victimization relative to their classmates showed significantly
more symptoms of depression/anxiety in more relative to less diverse class-
rooms and more physically aggressive behaviors in less relative to more
diverse classrooms. These associations did not vary by classroom diversity
for Caucasian adolescents. The separate analyses for Aboriginal and Asian
adolescents indicated that these three-way interactions were significant for
depression/anxiety among Aboriginal adolescents and for aggression among
Asian adolescents (see Table 3, Model 3b). Specifically, Aboriginal adoles-
cents who experienced more ethnic victimization relative to their classmates
showed significantly higher levels of depression/anxiety in more relative to
less diverse classrooms (see Figure 1). Alternatively, Asian adolescents who
experienced more ethnic victimization than their classmates showed higher
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Figure 2. The association between ethnic victimization and physical aggression |
SD above (high) and below (low) the mean of classroom ethnic diversity for Asian
and non-Asian adolescents.

levels of physical aggression in less relative to more diverse classrooms (see
Figure 2). These associations were not significant for non-Aboriginal and
non-Asian adolescents, respectively.

Discussion

Social cognitive theory proposes that early adolescence is a critical juncture
for when ethnic minority adolescents in particular begin to appreciate and
question social injustices based on ethnicity (Quintana, 1998). Such realiza-
tion of the possibility for discrimination related to one’s ethnicity may
prompt feelings of worthlessness or anger if and when these experiences
occur, depending on the ethnic diversity of the context in which they occur
(Graham, 2006). These were the driving propositions for the current study
that were partially supported.
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Ethnic Differences in Peer Ethnic Victimization

Aboriginal and Asian adolescents reported significantly more ethnic victim-
ization than Caucasian adolescents. This adds to growing evidence from
studies of ethnic victimization (Larochette et al., 2010; McKenney et al.,
2006; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002) as well as ethnic discrimination (DuBois,
Burk-Braxton, Swenson, Tevendale, & Hardesty, 2002; Galliher et al., 2011;
Greene et al., 2006) that ethnic insults are a pervasive experience for many
ethnic minority adolescents. While not assessed here, it is possible that
Aboriginal and Asian adolescents who identify more with their traditional
cultures are more sensitive to and report higher levels of ethnic victimization
than their in-group peers who identify more with the mainstream culture
(Galliher et al., 2011; Sellers et al., 2006). Future research on peer ethnic
victimization would benefit from the inclusion of ethnic identity to better
understand the meaning of ethnic victimization and within-group differences
in these experiences (Hunter et al., 2010).

Costs of Peer Ethnic Victimization in the Context of Individual
Ethnicity

One primary focus of the current research was to examine ethnic differences
in the associations between subtypes of peer victimization and adjustment
problems. Relational and physical victimization were the leading contribu-
tors of depression/anxiety and aggression in the regression analyses when
ethnicity was not accounted for. Threats of friendship withdrawal may be
particularly likely to intensify adolescents’ emotional distress over preserv-
ing their relationships, whereas peer physical abuse may reinforce beliefs
that peers are conspiring against them and they may retaliate aggressively to
stop the abuse (Hoglund & Leadbeater, 2007; Storch et al., 2003). Persistently
victimized adolescents may also hold negative self-views that accentuate the
costs of relational and physical victimization, particularly if they feel ineffi-
cacious in their coping strategies or that they have no control over the peer
abuse (Hunter et al., 2010; Singh & Bussey, 2011). These associations did
not differ by individual or classroom ethnicity, suggesting that these forms of
peer abuse are harmful for the adjustment of all adolescents.

Our bivariate correlations further indicate that adolescents who experience
relational abuse also tend to encounter ethnic insults, particularly Aboriginal
and Asian adolescents. This suggests that the meaning of these constructs may
overlap somewhat or are more salient forms of peer abuse for Aboriginal and
Asian adolescents. In the regression analysis, ethnic victimization. . . . ethnic
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victimization was also associated with depression/anxiety for Aboriginal
relative to non-Aboriginal adolescents. Aboriginal adolescents may be par-
ticularly distressed by derogatory comments about their ethnic group if they
have limited community cultural resources that could support their ability to
manage peer stress and related feelings of hopelessness or worthlessness, for
example, see Chandler and Lalonde’s (1998) work on cultural continuity as a
protective factor against suicide in Aboriginal communities. Emotional dis-
tress may be particularly likely if Aboriginal adolescents attribute the ethnic
insults to their own characteristics rather than to social injustice issues
(Galliher et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2009; Hunter et al., 2010). These asso-
ciations also appear to depend meaningfully by the ethnic diversity of adoles-
cents’ classrooms.

Costs of Peer Ethnic Victimization in the Context of Classroom
Ethnic Diversity

The second primary focus of the current study was to situate this research in
the context of classroom ethnic diversity (Graham et al., 2009; Verkuyten &
Thijs, 2002). We found that classroom ethnic diversity moderated the asso-
ciations between ethnic (but not relational or physical) victimization and
depression/anxiety for Aboriginal adolescents and physical aggression for
Asian adolescents. In more relative to less ethnically diverse classrooms,
risks for depression/anxiety were exaggerated for Aboriginal adolescents
who experienced more ethnic victimization relative to their classmates (see
Figure 1). When Aboriginal adolescents are singled out and targeted by eth-
nic slurs in classrooms with other Aboriginal or Asian adolescents they may
feel hopeless to stop the abuse because they have no in-group members
whom they can rely on for support. As a result, they may attribute this teasing
to their own physical or behavioral characteristics that differentiate them-
selves from their in-group peers, such as their ethnic features or peer social
status (Galliher et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2009). It may prove particularly
hurtful if their aggressors are in-group members who are from the same or
another reservation and use cultural differences (such as differences between
families, exaggerated stereotypes, or admonishments for conforming too
much to mainstream culture) to enact taunts (Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000). It may
also be that these adolescents’ capacity for managing emotional distress
deviates from the norm for Aboriginal adolescents, making them easy targets
for abuse in ethnically diverse settings (Bellmore et al., 2004).
Alternatively, in less relative to more ethnically diverse classrooms, risks
for physical aggression were exacerbated for Asian adolescents who
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experienced more ethnic victimization relative to their classmates (see Figure
2). When Asian adolescents are in the numerical minority it may make them
easy targets for ethnic taunts because of visible ethnic differences. This
aggression may reflect Asian adolescents’ difficulties regulating feelings of
frustration and anger related to their low peer status or negative self-evalua-
tions. These adolescents may believe that their only alternative to stop the
abuse is to retaliate aggressively because few other Asian classmates are
available for support or protection. It may also be that Asian adolescents have
few cross-ethnic friends in these low-diversity classrooms, overwhelming
their ability to manage feelings of frustration and anger in response to peer
ethnic abuse (Kawabata & Crick, 2011). Displays of anger may reinforce their
aggressors because aggression is viewed as particularly deviant among Asian
adolescents (Chen & Tse, 2008), especially if they are from more traditional
families (Chen, Huang, Chang, Wang, & Li, 2010). Alternatively, the potential
for both cross- and same-ethnic friendships in more ethnically diverse class-
rooms may buffer Asian adolescents’ risks for ethnic victimization and
aggression.

Considerations for the Study of Peer Ethnic Victimization in
Ethnically Diverse Settings

Overall, our findings add to the growing body of research on how classroom
ethnic diversity can affect peer problems and related adjustment challenges
that ethnically diverse adolescents may face. Few extant studies have included
assessments of peer ethnic, relational, and physical victimization as well as
internalizing and externalizing problems to investigate the unique effects of
ethnic victimization in the context of ethnicity. While our cross-sectional find-
ings inform directions for longitudinal study, our sample of Aboriginal and
Asian adolescents and number of classrooms were small and provide only
cautionary evidence of the associations examined here. Long-term study of
how individual and classroom ethnicity shape associations among subtypes of
peer victimization and adjustment problems over time and among larger,
more diverse samples or among adolescents experiencing more severe levels
of victimization or adjustment problems may yield findings that diverge from
those presented here. Nonetheless, with the exception of a few studies from
Canada and the United Kingdom, peer victimization research has generally
neglected Aboriginal and South Asian adolescents.

Our CFAs provided adequate support for the invariance of our measures
across our ethnic groups. Nonetheless, there may be some overlap among the
three forms of peer victimization for Aboriginal and Asian adolescents in
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particular, as suggested by the pattern of correlations (see Table 1). Our
revised assessment of ethnic victimization included items focused on ethnic
insults that were enacted via relational or verbal means. Future studies of
ethnic victimization need to also account for verbal victimization in addition
to relational and physical subtypes to isolate what is specific about ethnic
victimization. Verkuyten and Thijs (2002) found that racist name calling was
more common than ethnic social exclusion, suggesting that ethnic and verbal
victimization overlap somewhat. Our internal consistencies also suggest that
our assessment of depression/anxiety was more reliable for Aboriginal than
for Asian adolescents whereas our physical aggression measure was more
reliable for Asian than for Aboriginal adolescents, suggesting that some of
our findings may be driven in part by our outcome measures.

Adolescents also self-reported their ethnicity. Research has found that
adolescents’ ethnic self-identification is variable over time, with less than
half of Aboriginal adolescents consistently self-identifying as Aboriginal
from Grade 7 until school completion in one study (Hallett et al., 2008). It is
possible that Aboriginal (as well as Asian) adolescents were underrepresented
here or that those who did identify as Aboriginal or Asian had a stronger
affiliation to their ethnic group. Longitudinal studies of ethnic victimization
would be wise to also assess ethnicity and ethnic identity at multiple time
points to better understand how these constructs covary over time (Galliher
et al., 2011; Hallett et al., 2008; Hunter et al., 2010).

In sum, the current study adds to the growing literature on adolescents’
experiences of peer ethnic victimization as well as relational and physical
abuse and how these experiences relate to internalizing and externalizing prob-
lems in the context of individual and classroom ethnicity. Our findings urge
future studies to consider how experiences of ethnic victimization diverge from
those of other subtypes of peer victimization and also from ethnic discrimina-
tion. Studies assessing the mechanisms by which ethnic victimization relates to
adjustment problems in the context of ethnicity are needed. With the surge of
ethnic diversity in classrooms and schools in Canada, the United States, and
Europe there is a pressing need to better understand how adolescents may use
ethnic differences or stereotypes as a means to harm their peers.

Authors’ Note

An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2009 biennial meeting of the
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