
 

Non-immigrant kids respond differently
when immigrant children are bullied

January 5 2021, by Matt Shipman
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A recent study finds that, while youth think all bullying is bad, non-
immigrant adolescents object less to bullying when the victim is an
immigrant. However, the study found that the more contact immigrant
and non-immigrant children had with each other, the more strongly they
objected to bullying. 
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"We know that bystanders can play a key role in stopping bullying, and
wanted to better understand bystander responses to bias-based bullying,"
says Seçil Gönültaş, first author of the study and a Ph.D. student at
North Carolina State University. "What role does a victim's background
playş What role does the bystander's background playş Are children
more or less likely to intervene if they come from different
backgroundsş"

To explore these questions, the researchers conducted a study with 179
children, all of whom were in either sixth grade or ninth grade. Seventy-
nine of the study participants were of immigrant origin, meaning that at
least one of their parents was born outside of the United States.
Researchers categorized the remaining 100 participants as non-
immigrants for the purposes of this study, meaning both of their parents
had been born in the U.S.

Study participants read three different scenarios and were then asked a
range of questions to assess what they thought of the interactions in each
scenario and how they would have responded in each situation.

In the first scenario, a non-immigrant child socially bullies an immigrant
child because of his or her immigrant status. In the second scenario, a
non-immigrant child socially bullies another non-immigrant child for
being shy. And in the third scenario, a non-immigrant child socially
bullies an immigrant child for being shy. Social bullying involves verbal
or emotional abuse, rather than physical abuse. Immigrant youth in the
fictional scenarios were born outside of the U.S.

"In general, the kids thought bullying was not acceptable," says Kelly
Lynn Mulvey, co-author of the study and an associate professor of
psychology at NC State. "But non-immigrant youth thought bullying
immigrant peers was more acceptable than bullying of other non-
immigrant peers. Immigrant origin youth thought bullying any of the
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kids was equally wrong."

"On a positive note, we found that there were two things that made a
difference," Gönültaş says. "First, we found that the more contact
children in one group had with children in another group, the less
accepting they were of bullying and the more likely they were to
intervene to stop the bullying. That was true for immigrant origin and
non-immigrant youth."

"We also found that children who scored higher on 'Theory of Mind'
were more likely to intervene," Mulvey says. "Theory of Mind is an
important part of understanding other people's perspectives, so we
suspect this is likely tied to a child's ability to place themselves in the
victim's shoes.

"Ultimately, we think this study is valuable because it can help us
develop more effective anti-bullying interventions," Mulvey adds. "For
example, these findings suggest that finding ways to encourage and
facilitate more positive interactions between groups can help kids to
understand that all bullying is harmful and to encourage kids to step in
when they see it." 
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