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Abstract. In recent years, educational institutions in FEurope have been
experiencing a significant increase in classroom ethnic diversity. This prompted
social scientists to shift their focus to understanding how students’ ethnic identity
shapes classroom social dynamic, namely bullying involvement. This article provides
a brief overview of state-of-the-art research on ethnicity-based factors of bullying
involvement. It describes the potential pitfalls of researching individual ethnicity
characteristics, such as ethnic identity and ethnic status, in isolation of other
individual and contextual factors. A comprehensive but seldom wused social-
ecological approach to studying bullying involvement is further explored. At the end,
the benefits and limitations of aforementioned approach are highlighted, and a call-
to-action is made for more empirical research applying this framework.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, a combination of various environmental, socio-political, and economic factors
has led to mass migrations of groups with different cultural, historical and ethnic backgrounds
to the EU member states [1]. In 2019, non-European migrants accounted for 23.7 million of
the EU's 447.2 million population, which roughly translates to one migrant per 19 people [2],
[3].

The growing ethnic diversity of the population in Europe poses a challenge for many
public institutions, especially those in the education sector [4]. Indeed, a significant proportion
of migrants are children who attend educational institutions in their country of settlement as
part of their integration into a foreign cultural environment [2].

Consequently, educational institutions are experiencing a significant increase in classroom
ethnic diversity [5]. In recent years, a number of studies have attempted to address these
changes and their potential to alter the classroom social dynamic [6].

2 Individual ethnicity-based factors of bullying

involvement

One of the leading research trends on the topic of ethnic diversity in education is to study
how ethnic diversity relates to bullying involvement (i.e., bullying perpetration and
victimisation)[6]. Bullying can be described as violent and repetitive behaviour that is
performed with an intention to harm another individual and occurs in a relationship
characterized by an imbalance of power [7].

Many authors argue that this topic is particularly important in understanding ethnically
based bullying (i. e. violent behaviour aimed at harming another because of their ethnic
identity or origin) [8], as well as power imbalances in social dynamics that emerge in such
classroom contexts as a projection of the inequality of the minority ethnic group at the societal
level [6].

Bullying in ethnically diverse school contexts has been extensively researched in the USA
and Canada, but mainly at the individual level - that is, in relation to ethnicity or ethnic
status of the student [9], [10]. Students' ethnicity is operationalized in different ways depend-
ing on the area the study was conducted in. In Europe, studies define ethnic identity in terms
of students' immigrant background, while studies in North America and Canada focus pri-
marily on race [11].

As the present article focuses primarily on studies conducted in Europe ethnicity will be
refered to as an individual's self-defined or ascribed membership of a particular ethnic group
[8], while ethnic status refers to an ethnic group’s standing in a given population, namely that
of ethnic majority or minority [12].

Studies examining individual ethnic differences in the prevalence of bullying involvement,
however, have yielded largely inconsistent results. Some findings suggest that ethnic minority
status is a risk factor for victimisation [13], [14], [15] some that it is a protective factor that
buffers against it [10], [16], [17], while others report no differences in victimisation between
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ethnic majority and minorities [18], [19]. Ethnic differences in prevalence of bullying perpe-
tration seem to show similarly inconsistent results. Some studies report a higher prevalence
among ethnic minority students [15], [20] while others find a higher prevalence of bullying
perpetration among ethnic majority youth [17], [21].

Such inconsistencies were further underlined by results of two prominent meta-analyses
that in a sample of almost 700 000 children and adolescents, found that, ethnic majority and
minority students do not differ significantly in their reporting of victimisation [22], nor in
their reporting of bullying perpetration [23].

Recent studies suggest that bullying is a complex social phenomenon, highly dependent
on the broader social context and the presence of other students, whose response and behav-
iour can have a significant impact on the bullying dynamic [24]. In a similar vein the rela-
tionship between a student's ethnic identity and their involvement in peer violence is strongly
influenced by contextual factors at the classroom, school and even societal level [9], [23].
Studies suggest ethnic minorities might be disproportionately affected by contextual risk fac-
tors related to bullying perpetration and victimisation, which may in turn moderate the effects
of individual risk and protective factors related to bullying involvement. Therefore, research-
ing individual ethnicity-based factors as predictors of bullying involvement in isolation from
other individual, classroom, school or societal-level variables proves to be insufficient [6].

Facing difficulty while focusing exclusively on ethnicity-based factors on the individual
level, researchers started implementing ethnicity-based contextual factors, namely
school/classroom ethnic diversity, to explain inconsistencies in the results mentioned above
[11]. Classroom/school ethnic diversity co-determines potential power imbalances between
particular ethnic groups [9], an important prerequisite of bullying involvement [7], and could
thus explain how students’ ethnicity affects the role they play in bullying in a given context.
Some studies operationalize classroom/school ethnic diversity as the proportion of immigrant
students in a given classroom or school [25], while others define it as a composite index taking
into account the number of different ethnic groups as well as their representation in a class-
room or school [26]. The latter operationalization is more comprehensive although seldomly
implemented [11]. One such index, that has been successfully applied in previous studies [27],
is Simpsons' diversity index [26] displayed below.

SID =1-3Y9  p?

The abbreviation SID represents the classroom/school ethnic diversity as calculated by
Simpsons’ diversity index, p represents the proportion of students in the classroom/school
that belong to ethnic group ¢, while g refers to the number of all ethnic groups within the
classroom/school [26].

Simpsons' diversity index calculates the likelihood that any two randomly selected stu-
dents from a classroom or school will be members of different ethnic groups. It ranges from 0
to 1, with higher scores denoting greater probability of students being from different ethnic
groups, thus indicating greater classroom/school ethnic diversity [11]. While some studies
suggest classroom/school ethnic diversity explains bullying involvement depending on the
students’ ethnic status, most indicate the relationship to be complex and dependent on other
factors [11], [27], [28].

In response to this, research incorporating a multitude of relevant factors relating to the
student's classroom, school and wider cultural as well as social environment, have become
more numerous and prominent in the field [8].
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3 Social-Ecological Systems Approach to Bullying Involve-

ment Research

Research findings suggest that bullying is a multifaceted social phenomenon that can only be
comprehensively understood through a socio-ecological perspective, addressing both
individual and contextual factors that interact to shape social dynamics within the classroom
and students' involvement in bullying [8].

In order to study the complex interplay of individual and contextual factors and bullying
involvement, researchers are increasingly turning to an ecosystemic approach. The ecosys-
temic or social-ecological approach highlights the interaction between distal (i.e., societal-
level factors that have an indirect impact on individuals) and proximal factors (i.e., interper-
sonal and individual-level factors that have a direct impact on individuals), which shape
child’s development as well as the functioning of the whole community [29], [30].

According to this theory, child's environment comprises several dynamically changing and
interconnected subsystems. Proximal subsystems include factors that directly affect the child.
These include [29]:

e The microsystem, which represents the social environment with which the child is
in direct contact (e.g., parents, siblings, teachers and the classroom community).
The relationship between the child and the environment is bidirectional and inter-
dependent, which means that the child significantly shapes the environment, just as
the environment significantly influences the child.

¢ The mesosystem includes the relationships or interactions between the child's mi-
crosystems, such as the interactions between the child's parents and teachers. The
quality of the relationships between a child's microsystems has an important influ-
ence on the child’s development.

Distal subsystems include social and community influences that indirectly shape the
child's development. These include [29]:

e The exosystem, which encompasses the wider community in which the child is situ-
ated but does not directly influence them. It includes, for example, the child's neigh-
bourhood, the working environment of the child's parents and the mass media.

e The macrosystem, which includes the social and cultural context in which the child
is situated, such as the (cultural) ideologies, values and prevailing behavioural pat-
terns of the social group (i.e., ethnic/national group, social class) to which the child
belongs.

e The chronosystem that includes all environmental changes during the course of an
individual's life that affect their development, including significant (normative or
non-normative) historical events and milestones (e.g., transition from primary to
secondary school).

In a social-ecological framework, student's involvement in bullying is both a result of
individual’s (cultural) characteristics, skills and beliefs, as well as their involvement in the
different subsystems that influence them directly or indirectly. Ecosystemic approach has
been successfully applied in systematic literature reviews to explain the bullying phenomenon
and the different roles that individual students play in the context of their ethnic identity
and cultural background [6].
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Certain ethnic minority students for example might on the macrosystemic level be dispro-
portionately affected by marginalisation and poverty, which might in turn affect their exosys-
tem by predisposing them to living in adverse environments, such as violent neighbourhoods.
Living in low-income neighbourhoods with high crime rate might influence their microsystem,
contributing to non-supportive family or school environment, which has been linked to class-
room bullying involvement [6].

Even though systematic synthesis of the studies suggest ecosystemic approach to research-
ing the relationship between bullying, individual’s ethnicity and cultural environment is cru-
cial, there is still a considerable lack of studies empirically testing the model [6]. A potential
reason for lack of research might be due to the complexity of the model, which makes it
difficult to empirically test. Incorporating ecosystemic framework in a study requires multile-
vel research, as it encopasses variables at the individual, classroom/school and societal level.
This proves to be a challenging task, as it involves operationalizing abstract macrosystemic
variables and using advanced statistical methods, such as multilevel structural equation mo-
delling or hierarchical linear modelling [31].

Although incorporating such a complex framework can be challenging, it has already been
successfully applied in bullying research [32]-[34] and has proven to be crucial for the devel-
opment of comprehensive and systematic solutions to bullying.

4 Conclusion

Recent research findings suggest that bullying involvement should be conceptualized as a
systemic phenomenon shaped by a wide range of individual and contextual factors. In this
article we have shown how social-ecological theory provides a useful framework for studying
the complex interplay between individual’s ethnicity, cultural characteristics of their
immediate and distant environment and bullying involvement.

An ecosystemic approach proves to be challenging yet crucial when examining bullying
involvement from the perspective of a student’s ethnic identity, as the effect of the latter is
largely dependent on the wider cultural environment and society [25]. Furthermore, applying
ecosystemic approach to bullying research also provides us with an opportunity to design
comprehensive and effective anti-bullying programs and interventions, as addressing contex-
tual-level factors has proven to be key to interventions’ effectiveness [6].

Empirical studies have yet to take full opportunity of the proposed model, as of now,
there is a considerable lack of studies carried out in Europe [6].
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