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Abstract 

The goal of this thesis was to use an ecological framework to examine how 

individual and community characteristics interact and are related to bullying and 

victimization. Data were collected from over 20 000 students in Grades 6 to 10, living in 

436 communities as part of the 2009/2010 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

(HBSC) Survey, from Geographical Information Systems (GIS) data, and from 2006 

Canadian Census data. First, we explored the individual and community factors that 

contributed to the power differential in bullying in electronic and traditional contexts. 

Bullying and victimization were primarily related to the characteristics of individuals that 

affected interpersonal power dynamics, but some community factors were also associated 

with decreased likelihood of victimization. Second, we examined how community 

ethnicity characteristics affected likelihood of racial bullying and victimization in 

different youth according to their individual ethnicity. Individuals in the ethnic minority 

in a community were more likely to be racially victimized than individuals of the same 

ethnicity in a community in which they were the majority. The findings from both studies 

help to shed light on power and group dynamics and the relative importance of individual 

and community characteristics in bullying involvement.  
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Chapter 1 

General Introduction 

Bullying involves the abuse of power to intimidate or manipulate and continues to 

be recognized as a significant public health issue world-wide (Craig et al., 2009; Currie et 

al., 2012; Molcho et al., 2009; Nansel et al., 2004; Smith-Khuri et al., 2009). 

International research suggests that victimization rates range widely from 2 to 32%, with 

Canada ranked among the top 10 for highest rate (Currie et al., 2012; Due et al., 2005; 

Nansel, Craig, Overpeck, Saluija, & Ruan, 2004). There is a growing body of evidence to 

suggest that victimization by bullying causes social and adjustment problems and serious 

psychopathology (Arseneault et al., 2006; Arseneault et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2006). 

Those who bully others are also at risk for negative outcomes like drug use, criminal 

offending, and unsuccessful life beginning in adolescence and continuing into adulthood 

(Farrington & Ttofi, 2011; Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel, & Loeber, 2011).  Even bystanders 

are negatively influenced by bullying and experience negative health effects (Black & 

Jackson, 2007). Internationally, Canada is ranked among the top 10 for the highest 

victimization rates (Currie et al., 2012), making bullying a growing concern for Canadian 

communities.  

Historically, in the research, bullying was primarily framed from an individual 

difference perspective. Scholarship focused on individual traits (e.g., aggression, social 

skills) and the mechanism that motivated bullying offenders’ actions (Olweus, 1978, 
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1980). Researchers have since explored how experiences of bullying vary in different 

types of individuals (Carlyle & Steinman, 2007; Griffiths et al., 2006; Peterson & Ray, 

2006; Peskin et al., 2007) and individual characteristics as they relate to racial bullying 

(Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000; Hanish & Guerra, 2000; Larochette, Craig, & Murphy, 2010; 

Vervoort, Scholte, & Overbeek, 2010) and sexual bullying (Pellegrini, 2002).  Moreover, 

those who bully are a heterogeneous group: Some are perceived as popular, competent, or 

socially powerful (Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003) while others are socially 

rejected and perceived as unpopular (Boulton & Smith, 1994). In the last two decades, 

the research focus has shifted from an individual difference perspective to a more 

systemic perspective, including a consideration of the role of school (Craig, Pepler, & 

Atlas, 2000; Leff, Costigan, & Manz, 2003; Parcel & Dufur, 2004), home (Bowes et al., 

2009; Zimmerman, Glew, Christakis, & Katon, 2005) and community environments 

(Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Bowes et al., 2009; Parcel & Dufur, 2004). As a 

result, researchers have found that the environment plays an influential role in children’s 

behaviour (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Leff, Power, Costigan, & Manz, 2003; Parcel & Dufur, 

2004; Spriggs et al., 2007). 

Brofenbrenner’s social ecology model provides a theoretical framework to 

understand individuals and their characteristics within multiple environments (1979). 

According to the social ecological theory, individuals are shaped in part through their 

interactions with their community, as well as factors related to the home and school 

environments (or systems). Consideration of the influences and interactions from 
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multiple environmental systems is crucial, since each has a unique contribution to an 

individual’s experience. Canadian communities are unique environments in which 

varying resources, ethnic diversity, community infrastructure, and other factors have the 

potential to influence behaviour, experiences, and relationships among individuals. This 

thesis examines individual and community environmental characteristics that may 

influence the prevalence of bullying and victimization. 

 

 

The Community Environment 

 

There is currently a dearth of research that explores the community characteristics 

that affect bullying and victimization. Nevertheless, some sociodemographic and 

community resource and cultural factors have been identified in the literature as potential 

influences (Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Bowes et al., 2009; Wolke et al., 2001). 

These factors can be organized into risk and resource factors that heighten or reduce the 

likelihood of victimization or bullying, respectively. Risk factors related to bullying 

and/or victimization include exposure to violence and dangerous neighbourhood 

situations (Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009), parental problems with neighbours 

(Bowes et al., 2009), and low SES (Wolke et al., 2001). These risk factors may increase 

social disorganization and erode the community’s social control that discourages negative 

or aggressive behaviours (Ta et al., 2009).  
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In contrast, resource factors that may decrease the likelihood of involvement in 

peer aggressive interactions include access to structured recreational activities (Craig & 

Pepler, 1997; Craig, Pepler, & Atlas, 2000; Huston-Stein, Friedrich-Cofer, & Susman, 

1977), perceived social support and social ties to the neighbourhood (Runyan et al., 

1998), and neighbourhood trust (Letki, 2008; Cohen, Inagami, & Finch, 2008). These 

community resource characteristics may foster social connectedness, engagement, and 

positive youth behaviour and deter negative behaviours (Chilenski & Greenberg, 2009).  

It is not yet clear whether the effect of individual factors on bullying and 

victimization varies by community and what community factors are associated with this 

difference. In schools, there is evidence to suggest that individual variables of age (Cook 

et al., 2010), gender (Parcel & Dufur, 2001), and ethnicity (M. Franco, J. Pottick, & 

Huang, 2010) moderate the effects of context on bullying and victimization. Given the 

environments’ important and interactive role in the experiences and behaviours of 

children and youth, it is critical to understand factors and relationships between factors 

that affect bullying and victimization in multiple environments.  

 Canada’s ethnically diverse and technology-savvy youth are also contending with 

electronic and racial bullying in their communities. Since 2000, more bullying has been 

perpetrated in electronic contexts in North America than ever before (Currie et al., 2012; 

Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2012). Electronic interactions occur in a virtual space 

with a high degree of anonymity, giving a perpetrator the ability to bully without face-to-

face contact. This relatively new and insidious mode of aggression has initiated research 
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investigating how bullying in the electronic context differs from traditional bullying 

(Currie et al., 2012; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Tokunaga, 

2010; Wade & Beran, 2011). As such, the influence of individual and community 

characteristics on the likelihood of electronic bullying and victimization was a focus of 

this thesis (Chapter 2).  

As Canadian communities become more multicultural, racial bullying is also a 

significant concern. Racially-focused victimization is associated with negative 

psychosocial consequences, including diminished self-worth (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2006). 

In order to protect youth of all ethnicities, we require a deeper understanding of the 

environmental influences that can heighten the likelihood of racial bullying and 

victimization. Specifically, we know very little about how individual ethnicity and the 

ethnicity of the community interact to influence racial bullying and victimization.  

The goal of this thesis was to use an ecological framework to examine how 

individual and community characteristics interact to influence bullying and victimization. 

In the first study (Chapter 2), we explored the individual and community factors that 

contribute to the power differential in victimization and bullying in traditional and 

electronic contexts. In the second study (Chapter 3), we examined how community 

ethnicity characteristics affect the likelihood of racial bullying and victimization in 

different youth according to their individual ethnicity. These studies add to the limited 

research on how the community environment contributes to the potential for bullying and 

victimization in different contexts and how the context interacts with different 
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individuals. In summary, the primary objective of this thesis was to provide an 

understanding of how characteristics of Canadian communities affect bullying and 

victimization in different groups. With this understanding, we can improve bullying 

theory and inform inclusive prevention and intervention strategies tailored to different 

community environments.  
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Chapter 2 

POWER DIFFERENTIALS IN BULLYING: INDIVIDUALS IN A 

COMMUNITY CONTEXT 

Lyndall Schumann 

Wendy Craig 
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Abstract 

 

The present study aims to gain a deeper understanding of the individual and community 

characteristics that contribute to the power differential related to bullying in traditional and 

electronic contexts. Data were collected from 17 777 students in Grades 6 to 10 as part of the 

2009/2010 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) Survey , from Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS) data, and from 2006 Canadian Census data. Factors that gave a power 

advantage to individuals (being older, male, and having high SES) were linked to higher rates of 

bullying perpetration. Characteristics of individuals that placed them at a power disadvantage 

(being younger, female, and having low SES) were linked to higher rates of victimization. 

Community recreational opportunities were associated with decreased victimization. The 

interplay between individual and community characteristics and the importance of context are 

discussed. 
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Introduction 

Central to the definition of bullying is the abuse of power. Olweus (1993) 

describes a power imbalance and the intention to harm as key aspects of bullying. Power 

relationships are inherent in social groups, by virtue of differing size, strength, age, 

socioeconomic status (SES), or social connectedness of individuals. Despite its 

importance in the definition of bullying, systematic investigations of power, how it is 

manifested for individuals, and in different social and cultural contexts, have been limited 

(Smith & Sharp, 1998). In addition, in the case of electronic bullying, there is even less 

information about power (Currie et al., 2012). Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1979) social 

ecology model provides a framework with which to investigate power: Individual 

characteristics interact with community characteristics to influence behaviour and 

experiences like victimization and bullying. The present study is guided by a social 

ecological perspective to gain a deeper understanding of the individual and community 

characteristics that contribute to the power dynamics related to victimization or bullying 

in traditional and electronic contexts.   

Individual sociodemographic characteristics, such as age, gender, and 

socioeconomic status (SES), can provide a power advantage or disadvantage to 

individuals within the peer group. For example, bullying perpetrators can use their power 

advantage to demonstrate their social position (Karatzias, Power, & Swanson, 2002; 

Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003). Power disadvantage is associated with being 
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the target of bullying (Karatzias et al., 2002; Seals & Young, 2003; Vaillancourt, Hymel, 

& McDougall, 2003).  

Age can create power advantages in children. As children grow older, and become 

physically bigger and stronger, they gain power. Children may use power in different 

ways over the course of their development, and in the case of bullying, with age, they 

tend to perpetrate more relational and less physical bullying (Lagerspetz & Bjorkqvist, 

1994; Sapouna, 2010; Scheithauer et al., 2006). The prevalence of victimization peaks 

during late childhood/early adolescence (Grades 6-9), and decreases with age (Due et al., 

2005; Seals & Young, 2003; Scheithauer, Hayer, Petermann, & Jugert, 2006; Smith-

Khuri et al., 2004). This pattern of results suggests that with increasing age, the power 

advantage of age decreases. Hence, we predict that the prevalence of bullying and 

victimization should decrease with age, as age and the relative power advantages 

associated with it decrease. 

Similarly, gender may provide a power advantage or disadvantage. For example, 

males, even from a young age, tend to have more power than females (Maccoby, 1990).  

In the case of bullying, being male is associated with higher involvement in perpetrating 

bullying (Arseneault et al., 2010; Cook et al., 2010; Due et al., 2005; Seals & Young, 

2003; Scheithauer et al., 2006; Smith-Khuri et al., 2004; Veenstra et al., 2005). On the 

other hand, being female may constitute a power disadvantage within a group. Some 

researchers have linked female gender with a higher risk of victimization (Veenstra et al., 

2005); however, other research does not support this gender difference (Carbone-Lopez, 
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Esbensen, & Brick, 2010; Scheithauer et al., 2006). In this study, we examine the role of 

gender in both the prevalence of bullying and victimization. We predict that males will be 

more likely to perpetrate bullying, and given the mixed results in the research, we have 

no prediction for victimization.   

Another individual characteristic that may contribute to the power differential in 

bullying is socioeconomic status (SES). Those with higher SES are at a power advantage, 

while those at a lower status are at a disadvantage. Advantaged high SES individuals 

were found to bully more than disadvantaged groups (Kim, Koh, & Leventhal, 2004). 

Conversely, low SES is associated with increased victimization (Currie et al., 2012; 

Wolke et al., 2001). We predict that individuals with higher SES will be more likely to 

perpetrate bullying and those with lower SES will be more likely to be victimized.  

Ethnicity may also be a factor in the power differential in bullying. When groups 

are created within a larger group according to common salient attributes, like ethnicity, 

preference for other in-group members and prejudice against out-group members create 

intergroup conflict (Brewer, 1999; Doyle & Aboud, 1995). In situations of intergroup 

conflict, those individuals belonging to the ethnic majority group are at a power 

advantage, while those in the minority ethnicity out-groups are at a disadvantage. The 

literature generally supports a heightened risk of racial victimization for ethnic minority 

youth in different parts of the world (Durkin et al., 2012; Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000; Moran, 

Smith, Thompson, & Whitney, 2011; Strohmeier & Kärnä, 2011), and in Canada 

(Larochette, Murphy, & Craig, 2010). In this study, we examine the role of ethnicity in 
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both the prevalence of bullying and victimization. We predict an increased likelihood of 

victimization for individuals who are generally in the ethnic minority in Canada.  

In addition to sociodemographic factors, relationships with others are another 

source of social power that can both protect from victimization, but also provide a power 

advantage that can be used to bully others (Smith, Shu, & Madsen, 2001; Pellegrini, 

Bartini, & Brooks, 1999). Participation in community life, social ties and connections, 

and social trust provide the basis of relationships with others and a sense of belonging 

(Davies, Davis, Cook, & Waters, 2007). Individuals can increase their social power 

through supportive relationships, involvement in group activities, and civic engagement, 

collectively referred to as social inclusion (Davies, Davis, Cook, & Waters, 2007; 

Herrman, Saxena, & Moodie, 2005; Phipps & Curtis, 2001). Increased engagement in 

social relationships may provide a support base, which can act as a protective factor 

against peer victimization (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999). Lack of social inclusion, 

or social exclusion, has been linked to increased perpetration of bullying and aggression 

and negative mental health outcomes (Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Bowes et al., 

2009; Herrman et al., 2005; Williams, Forgas, & Hippel, 2005). This present study 

explores how social inclusion factors such as social capital, recreational opportunities, 

and collective efficacy contribute to the power differential in bullying and victimization. 

We predict that a high degree of social inclusion will be associated with a decreased 

likelihood of bullying involvement.  
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As well, the effects of these individual characteristics may vary depending on the 

context in which the bullying occurs. Electronic bullying takes place in virtual space with 

a high degree of anonymity, which may influence how the individual characteristics of 

age, gender, ethnicity, SES, or social inclusion may influence the power differential. For 

example, perpetrators have the ability to bully another person without meeting them face-

to-face, and as a result, characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, and SES may be 

masked or not as salient to others when interacting online. This masking would 

potentially limit the influence of these individual factors to contribute to the power 

differential in bullying. Consequently, these factors may not be strongly associated with 

bullying in the electronic context or they may operate differently than in the traditional 

context. Some evidence suggests that females are more likely to be victimized and 

perpetrate electronic bullying than their male counterparts (Currie et al., 2012; Kowalski 

& Limber, 2007; Wade & Beran, 2011), possibly due to the fact that they rely more on 

indirect forms of aggression as compared to males. Other researchers have found that 

rates of electronic victimization or offending do not differ between gender or among 

different ethnicities or races (Hinduja & Patchin , 2008; Tokunaga, 2010). Electronic 

bullying may increase as youth grow older and their access to electronic modes of 

communication increases. The literature also suggests that online and offline interactions 

overlap and are strengthened by each other; thus social inclusion factors may be just as 

important in electronic contexts (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Subrahmanyam, 

Reich, Waechter, & Espinoza, 2008). In the present research, we examine electronic 
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bullying to understand how power dynamics may be different or similar to those in more 

traditional forms of bullying and victimization.  

Beyond the influence of these individual characteristics, environmental factors 

have the potential to affect the power dynamic in bullying and victimization. Both the 

social ecology model and research evidence highlight the influential role of 

environmental factors in children’s behaviour (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Leff, Power, 

Costigan, & Manz, 2003; Parcel & Dufur, 2004; Spriggs et al., 2007). Most research on 

community environmental factors in youth behaviour has examined community factors as 

they relate to aggression and delinquency (Chilenski & Greenberg, 2009; Ta et al., 2009). 

There is limited bullying research on community factors, as most exploration has been 

focused on the school climate and context. As such, we draw on the community research 

from other areas.  

Community resources vary by area and can contribute to the power dynamics 

between individuals. A lack of community resource factors, such as physical aspects of 

social capital, norms of mutual aid, and density of social connections and relationships, 

can create social disorganization, and erode the ability of the community to monitor and 

deter deviant or aggressive behaviour (Ta et al., 2009). Community resource factors are 

associated with decreased prevalence of negative youth behaviours (Chilenski & 

Greenberg, 2009), and may also be important in bullying and victimization. In the 

community research literature, resource factors such as high levels of SES, civic 

participation, collective efficacy (mutual trust, resident investment; Sampson, 
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Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997), recreational opportunities for youth, and home-ownership 

are associated with lower rates of substance use, and/or aggressive behaviours (Chilenski 

& Greenberg, 2009; Cohen, Inagami, & Finch, 2008; Ta et al., 2009). School resource 

characteristics, such as classroom social capital (student trust and willingness to intervene 

in bullying situations within the classroom), have been associated with bullying 

involvement (Sapouna, 2010), but the specific community factors that contribute to the 

power differential in victimization and bullying are not known. In the present study, we  

investigate whether or not these community resource factors are also associated with the 

prevalence of bullying and victimization in communities.  

There is little research on how the community and individual characteristics 

interact, and how this interaction can affect prevalence of bullying and victimization. 

According to the social ecology model, interactions between the individual and the 

environment create unique influences on behaviours and experiences. For example, social 

capital in a community may act as buffer to decrease a power disadvantage associated 

with a particular individual characteristic (Putnam, 2000; Weitzman & Chen, 2005). 

Researchers have found that a high level of student volunteerism in a college community 

can offset an individual’s risk of negative behaviours like binge drinking associated with 

individual characteristics and affiliations (Weitzman & Chen, 2005). In this way, social 

capital may also help lessen the power disadvantage of an individual characteristic and 

decrease the likelihood of victimization. The direct and interactive relationships between 
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community factors and electronic bullying or victimization have rarely been studied to 

our knowledge.  

The current study had three main objectives: (1) To investigate the extent to 

which individual characteristics predict victimization and bullying; (2) To examine the 

extent to which the characteristics of the community are associated with victimization 

and bullying; and (3) To examine how the individual and community factors interact. We 

hypothesized that community resource factors would be associated with victimization and 

bullying, as well as interact with individual social inclusion characteristics to decrease the 

likelihood of victimization and bullying. By learning more about how individual and 

Canadian community environments affect victimization and bullying in different groups, 

this study has the potential to inform bullying theory and aid development of targeted 

prevention and intervention strategies that take into account individual differences and 

community settings.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 17 777 students in Grades 6 to 10 in Canada. Demographic 

information for the sample is in Table 2.1. The sample was approximately 48% male.  

Average age was 13 years, 10 months. Twenty-seven percent of students lived in single-

parent households. With respect to race, 72% of the respondents identified themselves as 

White or of Western European descent, 6% identified as North American Aboriginal 

(Métis, Inuit, Dene, First Nations), 6% identified as East or South East Asian, 3% 
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identified as South Asian, and 13% identified as either Black, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, 

mixed race, or other race.  

Participants lived in 322 communities where average household income was $68, 

409, with an average of 62% of the working age population employed (employment-to-

population ratio). 

 

Measures 

Data were collected using the 2009-2010 Canadian Health Behaviour in School-

aged Children (HBSC) Survey, which has been conducted in Canada every four years for 

more than two decades in partnership with the World Health Organization. The national 

sample includes 436 Canadian elementary and high schools. Schools were selected using 

a weighted probability technique to ensure that different regions and demographics were 

represented. Classes within schools were chosen by a similar technique to ensure that 

students were equally likely to participate. There were two versions of the questions: one 

for students in Grades 6-8 and another version for students in Grades 9 and 10. Older 

students had a longer questionnaire with a more comprehensive assessment of 

developmentally relevant behaviours (i.e., sexual behaviour, drug use). Appendices A-C 

contain the items used from the questionnaire. Detailed information regarding survey and 

data collection methods can be found at www.hbsc.org.  

Geographical Information Systems (GIS) were used to develop objective 

measures of the built social environment by creating five kilometre buffer areas around 
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each HBSC school, and then intersecting these with layers containing features of interest. 

We chose a buffer of 5 kilometres to capture the larger community environment 

surrounding a child’s school. A measure of population density or urbanity was added to 

the models at level 2 in order to control for the effect of the urban nature of the 

community (Vincent, Winsberg, & Warf, 2006). Census information was obtained from 

the 2006 Canadian Census using PCensus software (2006 Census of Canada Profile Data; 

version 2006; Tetrad Computer Applications Inc., Bellingham, WA).  

 

Individual level. 

Socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status was assessed using a validated 4-

item scale: the Family Affluence Scale (Currie et al., 2008). Students reported the number 

of family vacations they had been on in the last year, family vehicles, computers in the 

home, and whether or not they had their own bedroom. The items were summed to create 

a score from 0 to 9 (M = 6.2; Currie et al, 2008), and then divided into triads: low (0-3), 

medium (4, 5), and high (6-9) affluence.   

Social capital. Social capital was measured at the student level with a 7-item scale 

from the HBSC questionnaire. Student responded either “yes” or “no” to whether or not 

they were involved in any of the following kinds of clubs or organizations: sport club or 

team, voluntary service, political organization, cultural association (music, science, or 

other), church or religious group, youth club, other club. The scores on items were 
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summed to create a total score from 0 to 7, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 

social capital.  

Recreation. Recreation was assessed with one item measuring students’ 

perceptions of availability of recreational spaces in their community (there are good 

places to spend your free time [here], e.g., recreation centres, parks, shopping centres). 

Response options (M = 2.8) ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree).  

Collective efficacy. A five-item scale assessed how students felt about the safety, 

cooperation, and trust that existed in their neighbourhoods (α = .70). Response options 

ranged from 0 (Strongly disagree) to 4 (Strongly agree). Responses were summed and 

divided by five (M = 2.7).  

 

Community level. 

Socioeconomic status. Community SES was assessed with three measures: (1) 

average household income; (2) employment-to-population ratio (employed proportion of 

working-age population); and (3) percent of the population with a high school education 

or higher.  The three variables were ranked and summed to create an overall SES score (α 

= .82).  

Social capital. Community-level social capital was assessed by counts of 

religious buildings, arenas, parliament buildings, court houses, and city halls within the 5 

km buffer zone. These building counts are a proxy for density of membership in 

organizations and civic involvement in the community.  
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Recreation. Recreation was assessed by counts of community centres and 

shopping centres in a 5 km radius of the school. This measure was a proxy for 

recreational opportunity in the community.  

Collective efficacy. Collective efficacy was measured by assessing the stability of 

the community. A two-item scale was created that consisted of: residential mobility 

within a five-year period, and percent of residents who owned their homes. Higher scores 

reflected higher levels of social connectedness and mutual trust.   

Urbanity. The population density of the community was measured by the 

population in each 5 km-buffer. This measure was used to control for community 

characteristics attributable to urbanity and density alone. Density was divided into four 

categories: 0 – 1000 people, 1000 – 20,000 people, 20,000 – 100,000 people, and greater 

than 100,000 people (1-4).  

 

Bullying and victimization outcomes. Two outcome types were assessed for 

both bullying and victimization: physical/social and electronic. Physical and social 

actions were combined because they represent the traditional definition of 

bullying/victimization: physically or emotionally abusive acts perpetrated by peers 

offline and in person in order to intimidate, control, or humiliate.  

Physical/social. A four-item scale was created, for each of bullying and 

victimization separately, that assessed physical and social victimization/bullying 

(victimization, α = .78; bullying, α = .75). Students rated their experience with being hit 
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or kicked, being called/calling mean names, teasing, exclusion, and spreading rumours. 

Response options ranged from 0 (never) to 4 (several times a week). Students’ ratings on 

each of the four questions were summed and divided by 4 to create total scores for 

victimization and for bullying (victimization, M = 0.48; bullying, M = 0.26).     

Electronic. A four-item scale assessed the degree to which each student had been 

electronically bullied, or had perpetrated electronic bullying (victimization, α = .84; 

bullying, α = .91). Students rated whether they had exchanged hurtful or threatening texts 

and pictures, created hurtful websites, tricked others into sharing personal information 

online, or assumed someone’s online identity to post/message something in their name, 

and whether or not they had been a victim of the same acts. Response options ranged 

from 0 (Never) to 4 (Several times a week). Students’ ratings on each of the four 

questions were summed and divided by 4 to create total scores for victimization and for 

bullying (victimization, M = 0.11; bullying, M = 0.06).       

 

Data Analysis 

A two-level hierarchical model was used to determine what individual level 

(level-1) and community level (level-2) factors predict involvement in bullying and 

victimization. Preliminary data analyses were performed in SPSS. Data were then 

imported into the HLM 6.0 software program. HLM is a statistical technique that allows 

the examination of the individual and community level predictors of an outcome in a 

single model. HLM parses out individual level and community level variance in an 
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outcome, and can determine whether or not community factors can predict the outcome 

over and above the prediction of individual variables (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Where 

significant variation in the slope between an individual variable and outcome exists, we 

can test whether or not a community variable predicts this variation (cross-level 

moderation). In these ways, HLM more accurately models the true relationships between 

predictors and outcome, including cross-level interactions (Osbourne, 2000).    

Four models were run with the following outcomes: (1) physical and social 

bullying, (2) physical and social victimization, (3) electronic bullying, and (4) electronic 

victimization. For each model, we first tested the fully unconditional or null model to 

estimate the proportion of total variance in the outcome that exists at each level. Second, 

we ran the random coefficients regression model with individual predictors, allowing 

slopes to vary across communities to test the prediction of the outcome and whether or 

not their influence varies across communities. Individual level slopes were random unless 

specified by theory to be fixed or if reliability for the coefficient was below 0.05 (chi-

square tests of significance of variance are not good indicators of whether or not a slope 

should randomly vary, as they do not take into account the entire sample; Raudenbush & 

Bryk, 2002). Third, we investigated the full, or intercepts-and-slopes-as-outcomes model, 

with all individual and community variables. This model tested whether or not each 

variable significantly contributed to the predictions of the outcome in the presence of all 

other predictors at both levels, and whether or not the community level predictors could 

account for between-community variation in the effects of individual level variables. The 
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categorical variables (gender, ethnicity, low and high SES) were dummy coded (e.g., low 

and high SES variables were created, with medium SES as the comparison group) and 

left uncentered to simplify interpretation of the results. All other variables were grand-

mean centred. Non-signifcant predictors with no significant variance in their slope were 

considered for removal from the model for statistical efficiency, although some were kept 

in order to control for their influence (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).  

  

Attrition 

 The HBSC questionnaire data were imputed where values were missing. Data that 

were missing from census or GIS sources, or individual level data belonging to a deleted 

community level case, were case-wise deleted (level-1, N = 7389). Attritional analyses 

between full and incomplete cases were significant on all variables of interest. Excluded 

students were more likely to be younger, male, victimized, perpetrators of bullying, and 

have lower SES. Excluded students were also more likely to be of North American 

Aboriginal descent. Examination of the means revealed that the significance was likely a 

function of high power.  

 

Results 

Relationships among variables 

Correlations between the individual level variables and between the community 

level variables are presented in Table 2.2. Individual level variables are all positively 

associated with each other. Size of association varies from weak to moderate, suggesting 
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these are related but distinct constructs. In contrast, community level variables showed 

few positive relationships. Community level social capital was positively associated with 

community level recreation (r = .65, p < .01).  Collective efficacy at the community level 

was negatively associated with all three variables.    

 

Victimization  

Physical/social victimization. Physical/social victimization varied among 

communities (χ 2(321) = 835, p < .01). The amount of variance that existed between 

communities was 2.9% (Table 2.3). Age, male gender, having North American 

Aboriginal, East/South East Asian, and South Asian backgrounds, high SES, and 

collective efficacy all negatively predicted the outcome. Physical/social bullying 

perpetration and social capital were significant positive predictors. The individual level 

model accounted for a moderate amount of variance (17.7%).  

Level-2 variables were added to the model to test for the direct and moderating 

effects of community factors on the outcomes and the individual level-outcome slopes.  

All significant individual level variables retained significance. Areas with higher 

recreation were associated with less physical/social victimization. One cross-level 

interaction was found: community social capital moderated the effect of individual level 

recreation on physical/social victimization (Figure 2.1). Those reporting low individual 

recreational opportunities had decreased physical/social victimization as community 
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social capital increased. This effect was not present in individuals reporting a high degree 

of recreational opportunities.  

The model accounted for 27% of the between-community variance. Since much 

of the observed variance in slopes was error variance, models that account for this much 

variance actually account for a very large proportion of the variance that can be explained 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).   

Electronic victimization. Initial analyses revealed that electronic victimization 

varied among communities (χ 2(321) = 489, p < .01), and 1.1% of variance existed 

between communities. Age, male gender, South Asian background, and collective 

efficacy were all negatively associated with electronic victimization (Table 2.3). 

Individual level social capital, low SES, and electronic bullying perpetration all 

positively predicted electronic victimization. The individual level predictors accounted 

for 30% of variance at level-1. When community variables were then added to the model, 

all significant individual predictors retained significance. High levels of community 

recreation were associated with lowered electronic victimization. No other community 

factors were significant predictors of the outcome. The model accounted for 43% of 

variance at the community level. 

 

Bullying 

Physical/social bullying. The results revealed that physical/social bullying varied 

among communities (χ2(321) = 581, p < .01), and 1.3% of variance existed between 
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communities. Physical/social bullying was positively predicted by age, male gender, 

North American Aboriginal background, high SES, and physical/social victimization 

(Table 2.4). South Asian background and individual collective efficacy were negative 

predictors of the outcome. The individual predictors accounted for 17% of variance at the 

individual level. Addition of community level community predictors into the model 

revealed no community level direct or moderating effects (Table 7). All significant 

individual predictors retained their significance, except South Asian background, which 

no longer predicted the outcome. Also, individual recreation became a significant 

negative predictor of physical/social bullying. The variance explained statistic was 

negative, and reasons for this anomaly are not fully understood (Raudenbush & Bryk, 

2002). Since no community level predictors were significant, this may mean that addition 

of the community predictors is creating more variance than they explain.  

Electronic bullying. Electronic bullying varied among communities (χ 2(321) = 

475, p < .01), and 0.9% of variance existed between communities. Similarly to 

physical/social, electronic bullying was positively predicted by age, male gender, North 

American Aboriginal background, high and low SES (as both groups were being 

compared to the medium SES group), and electronic victimization (Table 2.4). Individual 

collective efficacy was a negative predictor of the outcome. The individual predictors 

accounted for 37% of variance at the individual level. Adding community variables to the 

model revealed that high levels of electronic bullying were associated with higher scores 

on the recreation measure. All significant individual predictors retained their significance, 
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except low SES, which no longer predicted the outcome. Additionally, individual social 

capital was associated with an increase in electronic bullying.  The full model accounted 

for 36% of the variance at the community level. 

 

 
Discussion 

In this study, we explored the individual and community characteristics that 

influence the likelihood of bullying or victimization in traditional and electronic contexts. 

Supporting the social ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), we found that both 

individual sociodemographic and social inclusion factors along with community resource 

factors affected the prevalence of bullying and victimization. In particular, the individual 

factors age, gender, ethnicity, SES, social capital, recreation, and collective efficacy were 

more important than community factors in predicting both bullying and victimization. 

The role of community factors was limited. However, we did find that community 

recreational opportunities for youth were associated with decreased victimization, and 

that community social capital was associated with decreased victimization for youth 

reporting low individual recreational access. These findings deepen understanding of the 

characteristics of the individual and environment that influence the power dynamics 

related to bullying and victimization.   

Individual factors such as age, gender, ethnicity, SES, and individual social 

inclusion factors such as individual social capital, recreation, and collective efficacy 

contribute to the power differential in bullying and victimization. Individuals possessing 
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power advantages are more likely to use this power to perpetrate bullying than those who 

are at a power disadvantage (Karatzias et al., 2002; Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 

2003). Conversely, those at a power disadvantage are more likely to be victimized by 

others. In terms of bullying perpetration, older, male individuals, and those of high SES 

were more likely to perpetrate bullying. These characteristics contribute to a power 

advantage because they represent admirable personal attributes or high social status 

among peers. As expected, those characteristics associated with a power disadvantage, 

being younger, female, and in a lower SES group, were linked to higher likelihood of 

victimization. These characteristics constitute a power disadvantage because they 

correspond to lower status among peers. Hence, our findings provide evidence to suggest 

that these sociodemographic factors are important influences on the power dynamics in, 

and rates of, bullying and victimization.  

Individual ethnicity can also contribute to a power differential. In situations of 

intergroup conflict, those individuals belonging to the ethnic majority group are at a 

power advantage, while those in the minority ethnicity out-groups are at a power 

disadvantage. We predicted that individuals belonging to minority ethnicities in Canada 

(North American Aboriginal, East/Southeast Asian, South Asian, and Other ethnicity) 

would be at a power disadvantage and would have higher rates of victimization and lower 

rates of bullying perpetration, but we did not observe this. Only one ethnicity (North 

American Aboriginal) was associated with an increase in bullying perpetration. In 

Canada, rising diversity and multiculturalism and Canadian immigrant integration 
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policies may alter the power dynamics arising from ethnicity (Kymlicka, 2010). Those 

individuals traditionally perceived to be ethnic minority members may be at less of a 

power disadvantage than we hypothesized, and may even have a power advantage from 

being part of the majority ethnic group in some communities. The effect of the ethnic 

context on racial bullying and victimization is explored more thoroughly in Chapter 3 of 

this thesis.   

Relationships with others are another source of social power. Those with a high 

degree of social inclusion, such as high community engagement and extracurricular 

involvement, should gain a power advantage. Factors that promote positive community 

engagement, such as collective efficacy, encourage positive use of power, and have been 

associated with decreased rates of victimization as well as bullying perpetration 

(Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Bowes et al., 2009). Some social inclusion factors, 

such as social connectedness and status, are associated with increased bullying 

perpetration (Smith, Shu, & Madsen, 2001; Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999). 

Consistent with the literature, we found that individuals with low collective efficacy were 

more likely to be victimized and bully others, either in person or electronically, than 

those with high collective efficacy. On the other hand, individuals with high social 

capital, as measured by extracurricular involvement, had higher rates of bullying 

perpetration and victimization, both electronically and physically or socially. One 

possible explanation is that increased club involvement and diverse interests (political, 

cultural, church/youth clubs) increase their visibility and opportunities to bully others and 
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to be targeted by those who would bully them. Our findings suggest that, while both 

collective efficacy and social capital are characteristics that may contribute to the power 

differential, their associations with bullying/victimization are different. Therefore, 

individual characteristics represent important factors contributing to the power dynamics 

relating to bullying and victimization.  

Beyond the influence of these individual characteristics, environmental factors 

have the potential to affect the power differential between individuals and influence the 

likelihood of victimization or bullying. In the social ecology framework, the interplay 

between individual and community factors influences individual behaviours and 

experiences. We found that the community had a less important, but nevertheless unique, 

association with bullying and victimization. The most important community factor was 

increased recreational opportunities (access to shopping centres, community centres, 

etc.), which was related to decreased victimization. One possible explanation is that these 

recreational opportunities may provide some level of supervision and/or structure, which 

may help deter negative use of a power advantage because of adult monitoring (Ta et al., 

2009). Increased adult supervision has been shown to be related to decreases in 

aggressive interactions (Atlas & Pepler, 1998; Craig & Pepler, 1997; Craig, Pepler, & 

Atlas, 2000; Huston-Stein, Friedrich-Cofer, & Susman, 1977). On the other hand, a high 

degree of recreational opportunity has also been linked to increased electronic bullying 

perpetration. It may be that when supervision is high in the face-to-face context, bullying 

spills into the electronic context where supervision is low. To confirm this hypothesis it 
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would be important to understand who is bullying whom and where these individuals 

have contact. In sum, this community recreational factor is influential in how power is 

manifested for individuals and whether or not it is expressed as bullying.  

High community resources such as social capital may help to offset the power 

disadvantages of individuals with low access to recreation. This interplay between 

individual characteristics and the community was associated with a decrease in 

victimization. We found that individuals who did not have access to recreation, and might 

be at a power disadvantage, had lower rates of victimization when they were in 

communities with high social capital. Community social capital measured the density of 

infrastructure supporting community involvement (religious buildings, arenas, city hall, 

etc.), which may disproportionately benefit individuals with limited resources or 

engagement with others. This finding is consistent with the literature of the moderating 

effect of environmental social capital (Putnam, 2000; Weitzman & Chen, 2005). Hence, 

some community resource characteristics may work as “social equalizers” that moderate 

the disadvantage of disenfranchised groups.  

The influence of the individual and community characteristics on the power 

differential may also vary by context (e.g., the tradition versus the electronic). On the one 

hand, the electronic environment masks some characteristics that would potentially give a 

power advantage (Kowalski, Limber, & Agatston, 2012). For example, characteristics 

such as ethnicity or age are not always visible in the electronic context, so that they may 

not influence the power differential in the same way that they do in traditional bullying 
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contexts. On the other hand, we found that despite being masked, some of the individual 

sociodemographic and social inclusion factors, such as age, gender, SES, and individual 

social capital and collective efficacy, were related to electronic bullying and 

victimization. The common factors across the two contexts are likely related to the 

overlap between electronic and traditional bullying involvement: Most children who 

electronically bully also do so face-to-face (Raskauskas & Stoltz, 2007). Similarly, most 

young people who are victimized electronically know who is bullying them (Mishna, 

Saini, & Solomon, 2009). Thus, while our findings shed light on power differentials in 

the electronic context, more research is needed to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the factors in electronic bullying.  

The research findings described above have some important implications. Our 

research supports the consideration of individual sociodemographic and social inclusion 

factors in bullying prevention efforts. For example, adults responsible for children and 

youth (e.g., teachers) should be aware of heightened risk of victimization for certain 

individuals (e.g., age, specific ethnicity) so that they can proactively monitor and ensure 

positive interaction and the development of positive relationships. Furthermore, adults 

can engage in social architecture, whereby they actively direct children’s social 

interactions to minimize the likelihood of bullying. In addition, adults can create 

supportive and inclusive environments that actively support diversity, respect, and 

tolerance for all others. Through the knowledge of individual risk factors, adults working 
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with youth can support the development of positive environments and relationships that 

will prevent bullying. 

Our study has some limitations that may affect the generalizability of the results. 

First, no conclusions on the causality or directionality of the associations between 

variables can be made since the research was cross-sectional. In addition, we also did not 

include aspects of the home and school that might be important environmental influences 

on children (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Leff, Power, Costigan, & Manz, 2003; Parcel & 

Dufur, 2004; Spriggs et al., 2007). A research design that controlled for other individual, 

home, school, and community factors and tested alternative hypotheses (e.g., that 

associations are due to a third factor, such as self-esteem) would be needed to further 

elucidate a causal relationship between certain characteristics and bullying and 

victimization. Nevertheless, the current study does confirm the importance and utility of 

using a social ecological approach.   

Furthermore, the sample used for this study excluded some members of the 

representative sample collected as part of the 2009/2010 Canadian HBSC survey. 

Exclusion was in part due to missing questionnaire data from students, but also due to 

missing GIS data from communities. We might have excluded participants or 

communities representing important aspects of diversity or community variation that 

might be experiencing bullying and victimization. Despite this limitation, the current 

sample did include more than 320 communities across the country with varying 
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characteristics, providing valuable information about the Canadian community 

environment.    

Finally, the current study was based in part on student self-report measures of 

personal characteristics, experiences, and behaviours relating to bullying and 

victimization. Since these personal questions are sensitive in nature, individuals might 

not have been completely honest when reporting their own involvement in victimization 

and/or bullying. Underreporting would cause our measures to be an underestimate of the 

true rates of bullying and victimization. In spite of this possibility, our study was based 

on a large enough sample to reduce the effect of self-report bias on the results.  

The current study demonstrated that bullying and victimization are primarily 

related to individual factors, whether in traditional or electronic contexts. 

Sociodemographic and social inclusion characteristics of individuals contribute to the 

power differential, and in this way, are associated with the prevalence of bullying and 

victimization. The interplay between the community and individual factors demonstrates 

the importance of the ecological perspective when investigating social power and 

relationships. Exploration into environmental influences on power relationships in 

bullying interactions deepens our understanding of a community environment that 

interacts with personal characteristics to help equalize the power differential between 

individuals. Further study of how community resource factors support individual social 

inclusion and reduce the likelihood of bullying and victimization is needed. This 
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information has the potential to inform policy and prevent bullying and its negative 

consequences.   



 

36 

 

 

Table 2.1: Descriptive Statistics for the Variables in the Analyses (N = 17777) 

 

Sample Mean SD 

Male (%) 48  

Average age  13 years, 10 months 1 year, 6 months 

Caucasian  (%) 71.5  

North American Aboriginal  (%) 6.1  

East and Southeast Asian  (%) 6.3  

South Asian/East Indian  (%) 2.7  

Black/Latin American/Middle Eastern/mixed 

race/other (%) 

13.4  

Level-1 SES 6.2 1.7 

Level-1 Social Capital 1.4 1.4 

Level-1 Recreation 2.8 1.1 

Level-1 Collective Efficacy 2.7 0.7 

Community level   

Level-2 SES 484 240 

Level-2 Social Capital 0.0 3.5 

Level-2 Recreation 0.0 1.7 

Level-2 Collective Efficacy 60.6 9.2 

Urban Character 3.0 0.9 

   

Outcomes   

Physical/Social Victimization 0.48 0.72 

Electronic Victimization 0.26 0.48 

Physical/Social Bullying 0.11 0.41 

Electronic Bullying 0.06 0.32 
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Table 2.2: Correlations Between Independent Variables  

 Correlation 

Individual-Level Variables 1 2 3 4 

1. Socioeconomic Status (SES): SES -    

2. Social Capital: Involvement .15**. -   

3. Recreation (places to spend free time) .05** .10**. -  

4. Collective Efficacy .17** .15** .40**. - 

     

Community- Level Variables 1 2 3 4 

1. Socioeconomic Status (SES) -    

2. Social Capital (involvement building counts) -.02 -   

3. Recreation (community centres, shopping centres) .08 .65** -  

4. Collective Efficacy -.13* -.40** -.26** - 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); *. correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-

tailed) 
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Table 2.3: Effects of Individual Level and Community Level Variables on Victimization 
 Physical/Social Victimization Electronic Victimization  
Variables Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 0.477** 0.534** 0.534**  0.111**  0.128**  0.125** 
Individual level        

Age  - 0.005** - 0.005**  - 0.005** - 0.001** 
Male†  - 0.059** - 0.059**  - 0.025** - 0.028** 
N. American Aboriginal†  - 0.066* - 0.061*  - 0.018 - 0.024 
E &S.E. Asian†  - 0.073** - 0.064**  - 0.008 - 0.004 
South Asian†  - 0.113** - 0.098**  - 0.040** - 0.037** 
Low FAS†  0.032 0.041  0.044** 0.044* 
High FAS†  - 0.032** - 0.036**  - 0.004 - 0.005 
Level-1 Social Capital  0.030** 0.031**  0.013** 0.012** 
Level-1 Recreation  - 0.005 - 0.002    
Level-1 Collective 
Efficacy 

 - 0.114** - 0.120**  - 0.028** - 0.030** 

Corresponding Bullying 
Behaviour 

 0.488** 0.463**  
0.600** 0.526** 

Community level       
Level-2 SES   0.000   0.000 
Level-2 Social Capital   - 0.005   -0.001 
Level-2 Recreation   - 0.011*   - 0.006** 
Level-2 Collective 
Efficacy 

  
0.001 

 
 0.000 

Urban character 
(population density) 

  
0.007 

 
 0.006 

Cross-level Interactions       
Level-1 Recreation X 
Level-2 Social Capital 

  
0.005** 

   

Variance Components       
Between-community 
variability (tau) 

0.015** 0.018** 0.011** 0.002** 0.0023* 0.0013 

Within-Community 
variability (sigma square) 

0.505 0.416 0.432 0.167 0.116 0.131 

Proportion of variance 
between communities, 
intraclass correlation 
coefficient 

0.029   0.011   

Variance explained by 
predictors at level-1 

 18%   30%  

Variance explained by 
predictors at level-2 

  27%   43% 

 
Note: Predictors are centered around the grand mean except those with †, which are uncentered. 
* p < .05 **p<.01 
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Figure 2.1: Social Capital Moderates The Effect Of Level-1 Recreation On Physical/Social 

Victimization 
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Table 2.4: Effects of Individual Level and Community Level Variables on Bullying 
 Physical/Social Bullying Electronic Bullying 
Variables Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 0.260** 0.215** 0.208** 0.059** 0.032** 0.031** 
Individual level        

Age  0.002** 0.002**  0.001** 0.001** 
Male†  0.072** 0.075**  0.026** 0.032** 
N. American Aboriginal†  0.112** 0.111**  0.032* 0.029* 
E &S.E. Asian†  -0.011 -0.010  -0.001 0.001 
South Asian†  -0.033* -0.030  -0.002 -0.014 
Low FAS†  0.024 0.022  0.018* 0.021 
High FAS†  0.016* 0.019*  0.012** 0.016** 
Level-1 Social Capital     0.004 0.005* 
Level-1 Recreation  -0.006 -0.008*    
Level-1 Collective 
Efficacy 

 -0.030** -0.027**  -0.011** -0.012* 

Corresponding 
Victimization 

 0.218** 0.214**  
0.296** 0.338** 

Community level       
Level-2 SES   0.000   0.000 
Level-2 Social Capital   0.000   -0.001 
Level-2 Recreation   0.002   0.004* 
Level-2 Collective 
Efficacy 

  
-0.001 

 
 0.000 

Urban character 
(population density) 

  
0.006 

 
 0.001 

Cross-level Interactions       
Level-1 Recreation X 
Level-2 Social Capital 

  
 

   

Variance Components       
Between-community 
variability (tau) 

0.003** 0.002 0.002 0.001** 0.0006 0.0004 

Within-Community 
variability (sigma 
square) 

0.230 0.190 0.199 0.108 0.230 0.084 

Proportion of variance 
between communities, 
intraclass correlation 
coefficient 

0.013   0.009 0.014  

Variance explained by 
predictors at level-1 

 17%   37%  

Variance explained by 
predictors at level-2 

  n/a   36% 

Note: Predictors are centered around the grand mean except those with †, which are uncentered.  
* p < .05  ** p<.01  
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Chapter 3 

MINORITY IN THE MAJORITY: COMMUNITY ETHNICITY AS A 

CONTEXT FOR RACIAL BULLYING AND VICTIMIZATION 

 
Lyndall Schumann 

Wendy Craig 
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Abstract 

The present study employed intergroup conflict theory to examine how individual 

ethnicity and community ethnicity factors are associated with the prevalence of racial 

bullying. It was hypothesized that individuals belonging to the majority ethnic group in a 

community perpetrated more racial bullying and were less racially victimized than in a 

community in which they were minority members. Data were collected from 20,021 

students in Grades 6 to 10 as part of the 2009/2010 Health Behaviour in School-aged 

Children (HBSC) Survey, from Geographical Information Systems (GIS) data, and from 

2006 Canadian Census data. Community diversity was associated with prevalence of 

racial victimization, although relationships differed by type of religious organization. 

Those of East/Southeast Asian, Caucasian/European, and South Asian ethnicity were 

more likely to be racially victimized in communities in which they were the minority 

ethnic group than when they were in the majority group, and East/Southeast Asian 

individuals were more likely to perpetrate racial bullying in communities where they 

were the ethnic majority. The importance of considering ethnicity characteristics that are 

related to racial and non-racially focused bullying in the community context is discussed.  
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Introduction 

Bullying is a unique set of aggressive behaviours between peers, characterized by 

a power imbalance and the intention to harm (Olweus, 1993). International research 

suggests that victimization rates range widely from 2 to 32%, with Canada ranked among 

the top 10 for highest rate (Currie et al., 2012; Due et al., 2005; Nansel, Craig, Overpeck, 

Saluija, & Ruan, 2004). Bullying poses significant risks to both perpetrators and children 

being victimized (Arseneault, Bowes, & Shakoor, 2010), including poorer psychosocial 

and academic functioning and increased physical symptoms (Due et al., 2005; Fekkes, 

Pijpers, & Verloove-Vanhorick, 2004; Nansel et al., 2004). In addition, children who are 

victimized by racial bullying have decreased ethnic self-esteem and global self-worth 

(Verkuyten & Thijs, 2006). Due to the multicultural population in Canada, racial bullying 

and victimization is a concern. The present study aims to gain deeper understanding of 

the interplay of individual ethnicity and community ethnicity contextual factors 

associated with an increase in the likelihood of racial bullying and/or victimization. 

Intergroup conflict theory provides a framework for understanding the complex 

dynamics in racial bullying. According to intergroup conflict theory, individual qualities 

provide a basis for group differentiation and in-out group bias (Sherif, 1968; Tajfel, 1970; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1970). Groups are spontaneously created based on salient individual 

attributes, like ethnicity or race. The desire to identify with one’s own group supports the 

development of preferential and prejudiced behaviours and attitudes that favour in-group 

members and discriminate against out-group members (Brewer, 1999; Sherif, 1968; 
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Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Intergroup conflict theory operates in a similar way regardless of 

the composition of the in- and out-groups, which could be founded on religious, cultural, 

racial, or linguistic differences (Tajfel, 1970). Based on Canadian research, in-group 

identification has developed by the time children reached kindergarten, and a strong in-

group bias based on race had formed by Grade 3 (Doyle & Aboud, 1995). Ethnicity was 

also found to influence children’s relative liking of in-group and out-group members in 

Italy (Gini, 2006) and Australia ( Nesdale, Maass, Griffiths, & Durkin, 2003).  

In-group, out-group processes such as in-group favouritism and out-group 

discrimination are related to peer victimization. Since members of the majority group are 

less likely to be bullied by their own members, they have a reduced risk of being 

discriminated against in general, by virtue of membership in the largest group. Those in 

smaller groups do not have this advantage. Members of the minority groups are more 

likely to be the target of discrimination because there are fewer of them compared to 

majority groups. There is some evidence in the literature to support this theory. 

Larochette, Murphy, and Craig (2010) found that Canadian children in minority ethnicity 

groups are at an increased risk of being the target of racial bullying. Other researchers 

have found similar results, and suggest that belonging to specific ethnic groups that tend 

to be minority groups in the population is an important factor in racial victimization 

(Durkin et al., 2012; Moran, Smith, Thompson, & Whitney, 2011). Specifically, Black 

students (Larochette, Murphy, & Craig, 2010) and those with East or South-East Asian 

background (Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000) have been found to have a higher risk of 
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victimization. In this study, we examine the role of individual ethnicity in prevalence of 

racial and non-racially-focused bullying and victimization. However, we also examine 

the ethnic context of the environment that may influence racial bullying. 

Findings from other Canadian research suggest that the effect of ethnicity on 

bullying and victimization is dependent in part on the environmental context (Hanish & 

Guerra, 2000). Research findings highlight the influential role of environmental factors in 

children’s behaviour (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Leff, Power, Costigan, & Manz, 2003; 

Lochman, 2004; Parcel & Dufur, 2004; Spriggs et al., 2007). In terms of racial bullying 

and victimization, in-group, out-group processes are supported by the ethnicity and 

diversity of the social context. Intergroup conflict theory identifies some environmental 

factors that influence in-group, out-group processes. In this study, we examine the ethnic 

diversity of the environment, as well as the match or mismatch between an individual and 

the largest ethnic group in the environment (community ethnic composition).  

Many different groups vying for scarce resources create more intergroup 

competition, which enhances identification with the in-group, and also increases 

intergroup conflict (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In the community, ethnic diversity creates 

more groups, and low socioeconomic status (SES) is a proxy for scarce resources. 

Intergroup conflict theory would predict that high ethnic diversity and low 

socioeconomic resources would be associated with increased racial bullying. We have 

defined community diversity as both the degree of ethnic diversity in the population 

(proportion of visible minorities), and the presence of buildings that support racial or 
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religious diversity (e.g., different kinds of religious buildings). However, evidence to link 

community scarce resources, community diversity, or a combination of the two to 

increased victimization or bullying is limited. Although some school-based studies have 

found higher victimization (Vervoort et al., 2010) or racial victimization (Durkin et al., 

2012) in more ethnically heterogeneous classrooms, others have found the opposite, that 

is, more ethnically diverse class environments being associated with feelings of safety, 

self-worth, and less harassment by peers for some children (Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 

2006). These conflicting results have been attributed to the interaction between individual 

ethnicity and environmental diversity (Jackson, Barth, Powell, & Lochman, 2006; 

Juvonen et al., 2006; Rodkin et al., 2000).  

In addition to diversity, the community ethnic environment can be further 

characterized by the relative representation of one’s own ethnic group in the population. 

Membership in the majority ethnic group or in one of the minority ethnic groups 

influences the power dynamic for the in-group in a community. By virtue of higher 

numbers, majority or minority membership could influence an individual’s risk of being 

victimized (Hanish & Guerra, 2000) or being racially victimized (Durkin et al, 2012). In 

this way, rather than a specific ethnic population being at an increased risk for being 

victimized, the risk may be based in the relative proportion of one’s own ethnic group. 

School-based research has found that both White and African American children were 

more victimized in schools where they were an ethnic minority with respect to the rest of 

the children, while Hispanic children experienced the same risk of victimization 
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regardless of school ethnic composition (Hanish & Guerra, 2000). As the majority 

becomes less numerous, its members lose the potential power advantage, while out-group 

members gain power. Researchers have found that increasing school ethnic diversity is 

linked to decreased peer harassment for African American and Latino individuals 

(Juvonen et al., 2006). Intergroup theory also predicts that a child in the majority is more 

likely to bully than a child in the minority. Evidence supports this prediction: Researchers 

have found that ethnic minority students bully more in ethnically heterogeneous classes 

(Vervoort et al., 2010). In this study, we examine racial victimization and bullying rates 

of different individuals in communities with different majority ethnicities in Canada. We 

predict that individuals will have higher rates of racial bullying perpetration and lower 

rates of racial victimization when their ethnic group represents that majority in the 

community than when their ethnic group represents that minority in the community. We 

also predict that individual ethnicity will interact with community diversity such that 

White/Caucasian individuals will perpetrate less bullying and be more highly victimized 

as community ethnic diversity increases. Similarly, we predict that members of other 

ethnic groups representing visible minorities will perpetrate more bullying and be less 

victimized as diversity increases. 

The purpose of the present study was to explore ethnicity in individuals and 

communities and its association with both racial and non-racially focused bullying and 

victimization.  Specifically, our objectives were: (1) to investigate the extent to which 

individual ethnicity predicts racial and non-racially focused bullying and victimization, 
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and (2) to investigate the extent to which community factors related to ethnicity 

(community majority ethnicity, non-Christian and ethnicity-focused religious buildings, 

and proportion visible minority) are associated with bullying and victimization and how 

they interact with individual factors. A deeper understanding of how Canadian 

community contexts are related to rates of racial bullying provides the basis for more 

inclusive prevention and intervention strategies that take into account differences in 

culture, race, and ethnicity.  

 

 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 20,021 students with an average age of 13 years, 10 months in 

Grades 6 to 10 in Canada. The sample was approximately 52% female. With respect to 

ethnicity, 72% of the respondents identified themselves as White or of Western European 

descent, 6% identified as North American Aboriginal (Métis, Inuit, Dene, First Nations), 

6% identified as East or South East Asian, 3% identified as South Asian, and 13% 

identified as either Black, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, mixed race, or other race. The last 

group was an amalgamation of ethnic groups that did not have enough members in our 

sample to investigate individually. Twenty-seven percent of students lived in single-

parent households. Demographic information for the sample is in Table 3.1. 
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Participants lived in 357 communities where an average of 62% of the working 

age population was employed (employment-to-population ratio), and average household 

income was $67, 081. 

 

Measures 

Data were collected using the 2009-2010 Canadian Health Behaviour in School-

aged Children (HBSC) Survey. In partnership with the World Health Organization, the 

HBSC has been conducted every four years in Canada for over two decades to learn more 

about students and their habits and health behaviours. The Canadian HBSC was carried 

out in 436 elementary and high schools. Schools were selected using a weighted 

probability technique to ensure that different regions and demographics were represented, 

and classes within schools were chosen by a similar technique to ensure that students 

were equally likely to participate. Parental consent was obtained from children under the 

age of 18 prior to collecting data. One version of the questionnaire was given to students 

in Grades 6-8 and another version to students in Grades 9 and 10. Older students had a 

longer questionnaire with a more comprehensive assessment of developmentally relevant 

behaviours (i.e., sexual behaviour, drug use). Appendices A-C contain the items used 

from the questionnaire. Detailed information regarding survey and data collection 

methods can be found at www.hbsc.org.  

Objective measures of the community were obtained using Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS) and 2009 Canadian census data. Five kilometre buffer areas 
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around each HBSC school were created to capture the larger community environment 

surrounding a child’s school. A measure of population density or urbanity was added to 

the models at level 2 in order to control for the effect of the urban nature of the 

community (Vincent, Winsberg, & Warf, 2006). Census information was obtained from 

the 2006 Canadian Census using PCensus software (2006 Census of Canada Profile Data; 

version 2006; Tetrad Computer Applications Inc., Bellingham, WA).  

 

Individual level. 

Socioeconomic status. A validated 4-item scale evaluated Socioeconomic status 

(SES): the Family Affluence Scale (Currie et al., 2008). Each student reported the 

number of family vacations he or she had been on in the last year, family vehicles, 

computers in the home, and whether or not he or she had his or her own bedroom. The 

items were summed to create a score from 0 to 9 (M = 6.2; Currie et al, 2008), and then 

divided into triads: low (0-3), medium (4, 5), and high (6-9) affluence.   

Ethnicity. Students self-identified as belonging to one or more of 15 ethnic 

categories. They were also given an option to identify as “other” and write in their own 

response. These 16 categories were condensed into White European or non-Aboriginal 

Canadian, North American Aboriginal, East and Southeast Asian, South Asian, and Other 

(Black, Latin American, Middle Eastern, Mixed Race, Other) in order to create five broad 

ethnic categories that would be salient to peers and have enough members to give power 

to our analyses.  



 

51 

 

  

Community level.  

Socioeconomic status. Community SES was assessed with three measures: (1) 

average household income; (2) employment-to-population ratio (employed proportion of 

working-age population); and (3) percent of the population with a high school education 

or higher.  These three variables first were ranked, and then summed to create an overall 

SES score (α = .82). 

Non-Christian religious buildings. This variable was comprised of counts of 

non-Christian religious buildings within the 5 km buffer zone (M = 3). Included were 

places of worship and buildings related to the practice of a non-Christian religion 

(schools were not counted).  

Ethnic-focused Christian religious buildings. This measure was composed of 

counts of ethnic-focused Christian religious buildings within the 5 km buffer (M = 5). 

These included religious buildings catering to a specific ethnic group (e.g., Chinese 

Methodist Church) and those Christianity-based churches that originate from a clearly-

defined ethnic background or minority culture (e.g., Eastern Orthodox).  

Percent visible minority. The proportion of the people of a visible minority in the 

population of each buffer zone was calculated using Canadian census data. Proportions 

ranged from 0 to 80% (M = 9.8%).  

Community ethnic majority group. A categorical variable was created to 

represent the largest ethnic group by population in each buffer zone. Three dummy 
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variables were made to separately compare communities with majorities of North 

American Aboriginal, East and Southeast Asian, and South Asian ethnicities to the rest of 

the communities, which all had majorities of people of white/Caucasian/European 

ethnicity. The sample consisted of 326 majority Caucasian (identifying as either 

European or Canadian) communities (91%), 16 majority North American Aboriginal 

communities (5%), 11 majority East and Southeast Asian communities (3%), and 4 (1%) 

majority South Asian communities.  

Urbanity. A measure of urbanity was used to control for community 

characteristics attributable to urbanity and density alone. The urban character of the 

community was measured by the population in each 5 km-buffer. Density was divided 

into four categories: 0 – 1000 people, 1000 – 20,000 people, 20,000 – 100,000 people, 

and greater than 100,000 people (1-4).  

 

Bullying and victimization outcomes. Two outcome types were assessed for 

both bullying and victimization: racial/religious and physical/social. Physical and social 

bullying items were put together because they represent the traditional definition of 

bullying/victimization: physically or emotionally abusive acts perpetrated by peers in 

order to intimidate, control, or humiliate without a focus on ethnicity, religion or race.  

Racial/religious. Two two-item scales assessed the degree to which each student 

had been victimized based on his or her race, ethnicity, or religion, or had perpetrated 

racial/religious bullying (victimization, α = .73; bullying, α = .84). Students rated whether 
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or not they had been bullied or had bullied other students using mean names and 

comments about race/colour or religion. Response options ranged from 0 (Never) to 4 

(several times a week). Students’ ratings on each of the two questions were summed and 

then divided by two to create mean scores for victimization and for bullying 

(victimization, M = 0.17; bullying, M = 0.09).       

Physical/social. A four-item scale was created, for each of bullying and 

victimization separately, that assessed physical and social victimization/bullying 

(victimization, α = .78; bullying, α = .76). Students rated their experience with being 

called/calling mean names, teasing, exclusion, and spreading rumours. Response options 

ranged from 0 (never) to 4 (several times a week). Students’ ratings on each of the four 

questions were summed and divided by 4 to create mean scores for victimization and for 

bullying (victimization, M = 0.49; bullying, M = 0.27).     

 

Data Analysis 

A two-level hierarchical model was used to explore the effects of individual level 

(level-1) and community level (level-2) factors on bullying and victimization.  

Preliminary data analyses were performed in SPSS. Data were then imported into the 

HLM 6.0 software program. Hierarchical Linear Modeling separates the variance in an 

outcome attributable to between-individual and between-community differences. This 

statistical technique also determines whether or not community factors can predict the 

outcome over and above the prediction of individual variables (Raudenbush & Bryk, 
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2002). Where significant variation in the slope between an individual variable and 

outcome exists, we can test whether a community variable predicts this variation (cross-

level moderation). Compared to traditional, single-level regression models, HLM more 

accurately models the true relationships between predictors and outcome, including 

cross-level interactions (Osbourne, 2000).    

Four models were run with the following outcomes: (1) racial/religious 

victimization,  (2) racial/religious bullying, (3) physical and social victimization, and (4) 

physical and social bullying, first testing the fully unconditional or null model to estimate 

the proportion of total variance in the outcome that exists at each level. Adding the 

individual level predictors, we then ran the random coefficients regression model, 

allowing slopes to vary across communities. Individual level slopes were random unless 

specified by theory to be fixed or if reliability for the coefficient was below 0.05 (chi-

square tests of significance of variance are not good indicators of whether or not a slope 

should randomly vary, as they do not take into account the entire sample; Raudenbush & 

Bryk, 2002). Non-significant predictors with no significant variance in their slope were 

considered for removal from the model for statistical efficiency, although some were kept 

in order to control for their influence (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Lastly, we 

investigated the full, or intercepts-and-slopes-as-outcomes model, with all relevant 

individual and community variables. The categorical variables (gender, ethnicity, low and 

high SES, and community majority ethnic group) were dummy coded (e.g., four ethnic 

variables were created, with White/Caucasian as the comparison group) and left 
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uncentered to simplify interpretation of the results. All other variables were grand-mean 

centred. The full model tested whether or not each variable significantly contributed to 

the prediction of the outcome in the presence of all other predictors at both levels, and 

whether or not the community level predictors could account for variation in the effects 

of individual level variables.  

  

Attrition 

 Missing value imputation was performed on the HBSC questionnaire data. Then, 

data that were missing from census or GIS sources, or level-1 data belonging to a deleted 

level-2 case, were case-wise deleted (level-1, N = 6057). Attritional analyses between full 

and incomplete cases were significant on all variables of interest. Excluded students were 

more likely to be younger, male, victimized, perpetrators of bullying, and have lower 

ratings on the Family Affluence Scale. Excluded students were also more likely to be of 

North American Aboriginal descent. Examination of almost all of the means reveals that 

the significance is likely a function of high power.    

 

Results 

Relationships Among Variables 

Correlations between the bullying and victimization outcomes and the community 

level variables are presented in Table 3.2. Racial/religious and physical/social 

victimization variables and racial/religious and physical/social bullying variables were 
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positively correlated. All the associations between the community variables are positive 

and significant except one (SES and ethnic-focused religious buildings; correlation does 

not reach significance).   

 

Victimization  

Racial/Religious victimization. Racial/religious victimization varied among 

communities (χ 2(356) = 785, p < .01). The proportion of variance that existed between 

communities was 2.1% (Table 3.3). At the individual level, age negatively predicted the 

outcome, while being male, or identifying as being of North American Aboriginal, 

East/South East Asian, South Asian, or other ethnicity, and low SES were all positively 

associated with the racial/religious victimization. The individual level model accounted 

for a moderate amount of variance (21%) between individuals.  

We then added the community variables to the model to test for the direct and 

moderating effects of community factors on the outcomes and the individual level-

outcome slopes (as hypothesized). All previous individual level predictors retained 

significance. In terms of ethnic diversity, racial/religious victimization rates were 

positively predicted by counts of ethnic-focused religious buildings, and negatively 

predicted by counts of Non-Christian religious buildings. The proportion of the visible 

minority was a non-significant predictor. Communities with North American Aboriginal 

and South Asian majority ethnicities were associated with higher rates of racial/religious 

victimization. SES and urban character of the community were non-significant.  
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Three cross-level interactions were found: each categorical ethnic majority 

variable moderated the effect of its corresponding ethnicity (North American Aboriginal, 

East/South East Asian, South Asian; Figures 3.1-3.3). Being of East/South East Asian or 

South Asian ethncity predicted low racial/religious victimization in communities where 

one was the majority ethnicity, and high racial/religious victimization when one was the 

minority ethnicity in the community. North American Aboriginal ethnicity, however, was 

assoicated with high rates of racial/religious victimization regardless of the majority 

ethnicity of the community. In general, individuals experienced low racial/religious 

victimization if they were in communities where they were the majority ethnicity (e.g., 

South Asian person in a South Asian majority community) and higher racial/religious 

vicitmization in communities in which another ethnicity was the majority (the exception 

to this trend was East/Southeast Asian communities, in which non-East/Southeast Asian 

people saw the same low levels of racial religious victimization.  

The full model accounted for a large portion of the between-community variance 

for racial/religious victimization (87%).  

Physical/social victimization. The outcome varied among communities (χ 2(356) 

= 943, p < .01), and 3.0% of variance existed between communities (Table 3). Age, male 

gender, North American aboriginal, East/Southeast Asian, and South Asian ethnicity, and 

high SES all negatively predicted physical/social victimization. The individual level 

model accounted for 15% of the variance between individuals. When community factors 
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were added to the model, North American Aboriginal and East/Southeast Asian 

ethnicities were no longer significant predictors.    

Physical/social rates were positively associated with urban character of the 

community. Neither the diversity variables (proportion visible minority, religious 

building count), nor SES were significantly related to the outcome. Communities with 

North American Aboriginal and South Asian majority ethnicities were associated with 

higher rates of physical/social victimization.  

Two cross-level interactions were found. Majority North American Aboriginal 

ethnicity in the community was associated with higher rates of physical/social 

victimization for Non-Aboriginals only (Figure 3.4). Community majority South Asian 

ethnicity interacted with individual South Asian ethnicity such that those in the ethnic 

minority (South Asian individual in non-South Asian majority and non-South Asian 

individual in South Asian majority) experienced more physical/social victimization than 

those in the ethnic majority ethnic group according to the community (Figure 5). The 

model accounted for 23% of variance at the community level. Since much of the 

observed variance in slopes is error variance, models that account for this much variance 

actually account for a very large proportion of the variance that can be explained 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).   

 

Bullying 
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Racial/religious bullying. Racial/religious bullying varied among communities (χ 

2(356) = 680, p < .01), and 1.7% of variance existed between communities (Table 3.4). 

Age, male gender, North American Aboriginal ethnicity, low and high SES all positively 

predicted the outcome. The individual level model accounted for 23% of the variance 

between individuals.  

Community predictors were added to the model and East/Southeast Asian 

ethnicity became negatively associated with the outcome. All previously significant 

individual predictors retained significance. In terms of community diversity, neither type 

of religious building was a significant predictor, but proportion of visible minority in the 

community was associated with increased racial/religious bullying. Communities with 

South Asian community majority had lower rates of racial/religious bullying, but no other 

community composition variables were significant. SES also positively predicted the 

outcome.  

One cross-level interaction was found between individual East/Southeast Asian 

ethnicity and community East/Southeast Asian majority ethnicity. Those belonging to the 

majority ethnicity group (East/Southeast Asian individual in a East/Southeast Asian 

majority community, and non-East/Southeast Asian individual in a non-East/Southeast 

Asian community) were more likely to bully than those belonging to the minority 

ethnicity group according to the community. The full model accounted for 56% of the 

variance at the community level.  
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Physical/social bullying. Physical/social bullying varied among communities 

(χ2(356) = 715, p < .01).  The amount of variance that existed between communities was 

1.8% (Table 3.4). The outcome was positively predicted by age, male gender, North 

American Aboriginal, other ethnicity, and low SES. The individual level model 

accounted for 17% of variance between individuals.   

Addition of community level community predictors into the model caused high 

individual SES to also positively predict physical/social bullying. High community SES 

was associated with decreased physical/social bullying. No other community effects were 

significant. The statistic representing the between community variance accounted for by 

the community level was negative (-1.8%), for reasons that are not fully understood 

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).The community level predictors may be adding more 

variance that they explain.  

 

Discussion 

In this study we explored ethnicity and its associations with both racial and non-

racially focused bullying and victimization. According to intergroup conflict theory, 

individual ethnicity is the basis for group differentiation, in-group preference, and out-

group discrimination. In-group, out-group processes are also supported by the ethnicity 

and diversity of the social context. Our research supported intergroup conflict theory. 

First, we found that individual ethnicity was associated with both racial and non-racially 

focused bullying and victimization. Second, some aspects of community ethnic diversity, 
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such as count of ethnic-focused Christian religious buildings, had positive associations 

with racial victimization, as predicted by intergroup conflict theory. Third, individuals in 

the ethnic minority in a community were more likely to be racially victimized, and in 

some cases also targets of non-racially focused victimization, than individuals of the 

same ethnicity in a community where they were the majority. Consistent with intergroup 

conflict theory, context matters when considering ethnicity as it relates to victimization 

and bullying. Membership in the minority or majority ethnicity of the community and the 

degree of diversity influenced bullying involvement over and above the effect of an 

individual’s ethnicity alone.  

Individual ethnicity provides a basis for in-group, out-group processes, and affects 

the likelihood of racial victimization. Intergroup theory predicts that ethnicity influences 

children’s preferences and prejudices, and those in smaller, less powerful groups are at a 

disadvantage and are more likely to be victimized compared to those of the majority 

ethnicity. We found that those of North-American Aboriginal, East/Southeast Asian, 

South Asian, and other ethnicities (Black, Latin American, Middle Eastern, Mixed Race, 

and Other), which tend to be in the minority in most parts of Canada, had higher rates of 

racial victimization than individuals of White European/Canadian ethnicity. This finding 

is consistent with the literature that finds that being a member of a smaller ethnic group in 

a region is associated with an increase in likelihood of racial victimization (Durkin et al., 

2012; Larochette, Murphy, & Craig, 2010; Moran, Smith, Thompson, & Whitney, 2011).  
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While intergroup conflict theory would suggest that those in the majority group 

have a power advantage and would therefore bully more, this was not what we found in 

every case. For example, compared to individuals of White European/Canadian ethnicity, 

North American Aboriginal individuals were more likely to perpetrate both types of 

bullying, while East/Southeast Asian individuals were less likely to perpetrate 

racial/religious bullying. Attitudes toward violence have been shown to vary by ethnicity 

(Funk, Elliott, Urman, Flores, & Mock, 1999), but no information is available with regard 

to these two specific ethnic groups. The literature on ethnicity and bullying suggests it is 

important to consider both individual factors, as well as the environmental context when 

interpreting likelihood of behaviours and experiences by ethnicity (Sobrun-Maharaj, Tie, 

& Ryba, 2000). Asian American adolescents were found to misbehave less at school 

compared to individuals of other races (White, Black, Hispanic, or Native American), 

which was attributed to ethnic differences in family background (Jang, 2002). Hence, the 

inclusion of contextual factors in models of racial bullying perpetration may aid 

understanding of differences in prevalence rates by ethnicity.  

According to intergroup conflict theory, the ethnicity and diversity of the social 

context also affect in-group, out-group processes. In the community, as ethnic diversity 

increases and socioeconomic resources decrease, more groups compete for social 

dominance. As such, individuals in communities with a higher proportion of minority 

groups would be more likely to report racial/religious bullying. This effect would be 

intensified in situations of limited community resources. We found some evidence to 
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support our hypotheses. In our research, individuals living in communities with decreased 

SES reported higher levels of racial/religious bullying perpetration. This association was 

present for individuals of all ethnicities examined. The association between diversity, 

operationalized by the diversity of religious organizations in a community, and racial 

victimization differed by type of religious organization: ethnicity-focused Christian 

religious buildings were associated with increased racial/religious victimization. In 

contrast, the presence of non-Christian religious buildings was related to decreased 

prevalence of racial/religious victimization. One possible explanation is that some forms 

of religious diversity foster feelings of belonging, increase societal representation, and 

lessen perceptions of threat posed by other racial groups (Bobo & Hutchings, 1996; 

Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2006), while others increase intra-group identification, out-

group prejudices, and intergroup conflict (Durkin et al., 2012; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 

Vervoort et al., 2010). The effect of community ethnic diversity related to bullying and 

victimization is complex and warrants further study with more complex modeling.   

Intergroup theory predicts that in-group, out-group processes are not only affected 

by the number of different ethnic groups, but also the relative proportion of the 

population represented by one’s own ethnic group. Ethnic composition of the community, 

specifically whether an individual was part of the majority ethnicity group or a minority 

ethnicity group in the community was associated with the likelihood of victimization and 

of bullying perpetration. We found that North American Aboriginal majority ethnicity 

and South Asian majority ethnicity communities had higher prevalence of racial/religious 
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and physical/social victimization in general, compared to other communities. 

Furthermore, individuals in the ethnic minority in a community were more likely to be 

victimized than individuals of the same ethnicity in a community where they were the 

majority, which is consistent with the literature on school ethnic composition and 

discriminatory victimization (Durkin et al., 2012). Therefore, the ethnic composition of 

the environment is associated with an individual’s likelihood of racial victimization in a 

predictable way that protects those in the majority ethnic group of that area.  

In the case of bullying perpetration, our findings partially supported the 

hypotheses made based on intergroup conflict theory. Intergroup conflict theory predicts 

that the power of being associated with the largest ethnic group in a community affects 

the likelihood of that ethnic group’s bullying behaviours. We found that individuals were 

more likely to perpetrate racial bullying in communities where they were the ethnic 

majority than when they were not only when we compared East/Southeast Asian 

individuals with other individuals. Thus, the tendency for individuals to bully more in 

environments where they are part of the majority ethnic group, as predicted by the 

intergroup conflict theory, may vary by ethnicity and is also likely related to other factors 

(personality factors, exposure to violence; Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Karatzias 

et al., 2001).   

The importance of this research is also in its practical application.  Our findings 

support the utility of considering the in-group, out-group processes when creating 

programs and policy to deter racial victimization. In schools, efforts should be focused on 
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highlighting similarities between individuals and encouraging intergroup cooperation in 

order to prevent potential racial divisions. Adults should be aware of what contexts 

amplify risk of racial bullying and for what groups. For example, teachers should be 

cognizant of the heightened risk of racial victimization for children in the racial minority, 

and actively promote inclusion, acceptance, and tolerance for others. Through awareness 

and monitoring of individual and environmental risk factors for involvement in bullying, 

effective prevention can occur.  

Despite the strengths of this study, there are some limitations that may affect the 

generalizability of the results. First, the research was cross-sectional and thus no 

conclusions on the causality or directionality of the associations between variables can be 

made. In order to explore the possibility of a causal relationship between ethnicity and 

bullying and victimization, we would need to employ a research design that controlled for 

other individual and environmental factors (such as personality and home environment 

factors) and test alternative hypotheses (e.g., that the association is due to a third factor, 

such as attitude toward aggression/violence). In spite of this limitation, the current study 

does aid our understanding of the relationships of racial and non-racially focused bullying 

and victimization with individual and community ethnicity characteristics in a large, 

nationally-representative Canadian sample.  

Second, the ethnicity groups may be broad and not sufficiently discriminatory.  

For example, we were not able to create separate groups for those individuals identifying 

as Black, Latin American, Middle Eastern, or Mixed Race. Some of these and other 
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minority groups represent very small proportions of the population; hence analyses 

comparing these groups would have low power. As a result, we had to group together 

some ethnic groups that are not traditionally put in the same group.  

Third, due to missing questionnaire data from students and GIS data from 

communities, the sample used for this study excluded some members of the 

representative sample collected as part of the 2009/2010 Canadian HBSC survey. 

Students who chose not to answer some questions about ethnicity or their experiences 

and behaviours regarding bullying and victimization, and communities for which GIS 

data were not available may represent individuals and communities with more diversity 

that may be experiencing racial or non-racially focused bullying and victimization. 

However, the current sample did include more than 350 communities across the country, 

almost 10% of which had “ethnic minority” majority populations, providing valuable 

information about the state of racial and religious bullying and victimization in Canada’s 

multicultural context.    

Finally, the current study was based in part on student self-report measures of 

personal characteristics, experiences, and behaviours relating to bullying and 

victimization. Individuals may not have been honest when reporting their own 

involvement in racial or non-racially focused victimization and/or bullying, causing our 

measures to be an underestimate of the true rates of bullying and victimization. In spite of 

this possibility, the current study was based on a large enough sample to lessen the extent 

to which self-report bias would have an effect on our results.  
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The current study demonstrated bullying and victimization are primarily related to 

individual factors. We found that those of ethnicities traditionally in the minority in 

Canada had higher rates of racial victimization than individuals of White 

European/Caucasian ethnicity. As predicted by the intergroup conflict theory, the 

community ethnic context provides a framework for how individual characteristics affect 

in-group, out-group processes, and racial bullying and victimization. The interplay 

between individual ethnicity and community ethnicity demonstrates the importance of 

taking an ecological perspective when investigating bullying. Exploration into how 

ethnicity is represented in the community context deepens our understanding of the 

importance of a community environment that supports and celebrates cultural and racial 

diversity. Further study of how community diversity and being in the majority or 

minority group affects racial bullying and victimization is needed.  More information on 

what factors in the community support inclusiveness and decrease intergroup conflict has 

the potential to inform school and community strategies to deter racial bullying and 

victimization in Canada.  
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Table 3.1: Descriptive Statistics for the Variables in the Analyses (N = 20 021) 

Sample Mean SD 

Male (%) 47.9  

Average age  13 years, 10 months 1 year, 6 months 

Caucasian  (%) 71.7  

North American Aboriginal  (%) 6.5  

East and Southeast Asian  (%) 6.0  

South Asian/East Indian  (%) 2.6  

Black/Latin American/Middle Eastern/mixed 

race/other (%) 

13.2  

Level-1 Family Affluence Scale 6.2 1.7 

   

Community level   

Non-Christian Religious Buildings 3 8 

Ethnic-focused Christian Religious Buildings 5 12 

Community Majority Ethnicity: White European 

or Canadian of European Descent (%) 

91  

Community Majority Ethnicity: N. American 

Aboriginal (%) 

4.5  

Community Majority Ethnicity: E. &S.E. Asian 

(%) 

3.1  

Community Majority Ethnicity: South Asian (%) 1.1  

Proportion of visible minority in community 9.8 13.8 

Community-level SES 685 302 

Urban character (population density) 2.9 0.9 

   

Outcomes   

Racial/Religious Victimization 0.17 0.56 

Physical/Social Victimization 0.49 0.73 

Racial/Religious Bullying 0.09 0.42 

Physical/Social Bullying 0.27 0.49 
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Table 3.2: Correlations Between Variables 

 

Bullying and Victimization Outcomes 1 2 3 4 

1. Racial/religious Victimization -    

2. Racial/religious Bullying 0.33** -   

3. Physical/social Victimization 0.54** 0.20** -  

4. Physical/social Bullying 0.28** 0.63** 0.31** -  

 

Community Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Socioeconomic Status (SES)  -     

2. Non-Christian religious buildings .12* -    

3. Ethnic-focused Christian religious buildings .08 .87** -   

4. Percent Visible Minority .22** .47** .55** -   

5. Urbanity .33** .34** .41** .49** -  

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); *. correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-
tailed) 
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Table 3.3: Effects of Individual Level and Community Level Variables on Victimization  
 Racial and Religious Victimization  Physical/Social Victimization 
Variables Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 0.170** 0.120** 0.116** 0.492** 0.554** 0.545** 
Individual level        

Age  -0.002** -0.002**  -0.005** -0.005** 
Male†  0.026** 0.022**  -0.063** -0.065** 
N. American Aboriginal†  0.108** 0.114**  -0.046* -0.041 
E. &S.E. Asian†  0.170** 0.201**  -0.057** -0.044 
South Asian†  0.202** 0.228**  -0.124** -0.086** 
Other Ethnicity†  0.122** 0.121**  0.005 0.006 
Low FAS†  0.065** 0.078**  0.038 0.045 
High FAS†     -0.035** -0.036** 
Corresponding Bullying 
Behaviour 

 0.449** 0.423**  0.496** 0.471** 

Community level       
Non-Christian religious 
Buildings 

  -0.003**  
 -0.003 

Ethnic-focused Christian 
Religious Buildings 

  0.002*   0.003 

Community Majority Ethnicity:  
N. American Aboriginal†  

  
0.077* 

 
 0.111* 

Community Majority Ethnicity:  
E. &S.E. Asian† 

  
-0.003 

 
 0.013 

Community Majority Ethnicity: 
South Asian† 

  
0.132* 

 
 0.115* 

Proportion of visible minority in 
community 

  
0.000 

 
 -0.001 

Community-level SES   0.000   0.000 
Urban character (population 
density) 

  
-0.010 

 
 -0.025* 

Cross-level Interactions       
N. American Aboriginal X 
Community Majority N. 
American Aboriginal  

  
-0.104* 
 

  -0.146** 
 

E. &S.E. Asian X Community 
Majority E. &S.E. Asian 

  
-0.206** 

   

South Asian X Community 
Majority South Asian 

  
-0.335** 

  -0.197** 
 

Variance Components       
Between-community variability 
(tau) 

0.007** 0.002* 0.0003** 0.016** 0.019** 0.014** 

Within-Community variability 
(sigma square) 

0.309 0.245 0.262 0.525 0.448 0.464 

Proportion of variance between 
communities, intra-class 
correlation coefficient 

0.021 
 

  0.030 
 

  

Variance explained by predictors at 
level-1 

 21%   15%  

Variance explained by predictors at 
level-2 

  87%   23% 

Note: Predictors are centered around the grand mean except those with †, which are uncentered. * p < .05 
**p<.01  



 

71 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Racial/Religious Victimization and North American Aboriginal Ethnicity 

 

Figure 3.2: Racial/Religious Victimization and East/Southeast Asian Ethnicity 
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Figure 3.3: Racial/Religious Victimization and South Asian Ethnicity  

  

Figure 3.4: Physical/Social Victimization and North American Aboriginal Ethnicity 
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Figure 3.5: Physical/Social Victimization and South Asian Ethnicity  
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Table 3.4: Effects Of Individual Level And Community Level Variables on Bullying 
 Racial and Religious Bullying Physical/Social Bullying 
Variables Null Model Model 1 Model 2 Null 

Model 
Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 0.091** 0.039** 0.040** 0.269** 0.209** 0.202** 
Individual level        

Age  0.001** 0.001**  0.002** 0.002** 
Male†  0.062** 0.067**  0.076** 0.078** 
N. American Aboriginal†  0.050** 0.055**  0.1205** 0.126** 
E. &S.E. Asian†  -0.012 -0.026*  0.0048 0.011 
South Asian†  -0.018 -0.032  -0.020 -0.020 
Other Ethnicity†  0.020 0.024  0.0574** 0.059** 
Low FAS†  0.030* 0.043*  0.047* 0.050* 
High FAS†  0.018** 0.018**  0.014 0.016* 
Corresponding Victimization  0.226** 0.240**  0.215** 0.213** 

Community level       
Non-Christian religious Buildings   0.001   0.000 
Ethnic-focused Christian Religious 
Buildings 

  -0.001   -0.001 

Community Majority Ethnicity:  
N. American Aboriginal†  

  
0.027 

 
 0.037 

Community Majority Ethnicity:  
E. &S.E. Asian† 

  
-0.047 

 
 -0.040 

Community Majority Ethnicity: 
South Asian† 

  
-0.043* 

 
 -0.013 

Proportion of visible minority in 
community 

  
0.001* 

 
 0.001 

Community-level SES   -0.00002*   -0.00003* 
Urban character (population 
density) 

  
-0.001 

 
 0.007 

Cross-level Interactions       
N. American Aboriginal X 
Community Majority N. American 
Aboriginal  

  

 

   

E. &S.E. Asian X Community 
Majority E. &S.E. Asian 

  
0.060** 

   

South Asian X Community 
Majority South Asian 

  
 

   

Variance Components       
Between-community variability 
(tau) 

0.003** 0.001** 0.001* 0.004** 0.001 0.001 

Within-Community variability 
(sigma square) 

0.175 0.134 
 

0.148 
 

0.241 
 

0.200 
 

0.209 
 

Proportion of variance between 
communities, intra-class correlation 
coefficient 

0.017   0.018   

Variance explained by predictors at 
level-1 

 23%   17%  

Variance explained by predictors at 
level-2 

  56%   n/a 

 
Note: Predictors are centered around the grand mean except those with †, which are uncentered. 
* p < .05 **p<.01  
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Figure 3.6: Racial/Religious Bullying and East/Southeast Asian Ethnicity 
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Chapter 4 

General Discussion 

The goal of this thesis was to use an ecological framework to examine how 

individual and community characteristics are associated with bullying and victimization. 

We explored the individual and community factors that contributed to the power 

differential in bullying in study 1. We also explored how these influences differed in the 

electronic context. In the second study, we examined how community ethnicity 

characteristics were associated with racial bullying and victimization, also taking into 

account individual ethnicity. The findings from both studies help to shed light on the 

relative importance of individual and community characteristics in bullying involvement, 

and may have important policy and research implications.   

First, bullying and victimization were primarily related to the characteristics of 

individuals. The characteristics we hypothesized to contribute to the power differential 

inherent in bullying, such as age, gender, ethnicity, SES, and factors of social inclusion, 

were associated with likelihood of bullying involvement. Factors that gave a power 

advantage to individuals (being older, male, and having high SES) were linked to higher 

rates of bullying perpetration. Characteristics of individuals that potentially contribute to 

a power disadvantage (being younger, female, and having low SES) were linked to higher 

rates of victimization. Ethnicity and social inclusion factors also had relationships with 
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bullying involvement. Individual ethnicities that were traditionally in the minority by 

population in Canada (those of North American Aboriginal, East/Southeast Asian, South 

Asian, and Other ethnicity) were associated with an increased likelihood of racial 

victimization. We found that some social inclusion factors, like collective efficacy, were 

associated with decreased bullying and victimization. However, individual social capital 

was associated with increased rates of both types of bullying involvement. This result 

suggests that social inclusion factors may empower individuals, but can also support the 

ability to use power negatively to bully others. In this way, individual sociodemographic 

and social inclusion factors are the mechanisms that support the power differential related 

to bullying and victimization.  

As well, electronic bullying involvement represents a different context that may 

influence how the power differential is achieved. We found evidence to suggest that some 

factors, such as ethnicity, were less salient in the electronic context. Despite these 

differences, other individual sociodemographic and social inclusion factors, such as age, 

gender, SES, and individual social capital and collective efficacy, were related to 

bullying and victimization in the same way in both contexts. The unique pattern of 

relationships between individual factors and electronic bullying and victimization 

prevalence rates supports the need for a consideration of the characteristics of the 

environment in bullying research.   

 In addition to the electronic environment, we examined community characteristics 

related to bullying involvement. The social ecology model (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979) 
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hypothesizes that the environment interacts with the individual to affect behaviour and 

experiences. In both studies, the racial, physical/social, or electronic bullying 

involvement’s association with community characteristics was not as important as its 

association with individual characteristics. Nevertheless, community recreational 

opportunities were associated with decreased physical/social victimization, which 

highlights the possible positive effect of structure and supervision in the community on 

youth behaviour. Moreover, community differences in rates of racial bullying and 

victimization call attention to the importance of the ethnic context in a specific form of 

bullying. In this way, community factors can contribute to the power differential and in-

group, out-group processes of bullying and victimization.  

 The interaction between individual and community was evidenced in both studies. 

In both cases, the community environment interacted with an individual characteristic to 

be associated with the rate of victimization as hypothesized by the social ecology model. 

Factors such as community social capital and community ethnic composition may 

contribute to the power dynamics in bullying in a unique way that can make victimization 

less likely for groups of youth. We conclude that the interplay between context and 

individual factors is associated with children’s bullying behaviours and experiences, and 

has the potential to inform targeted prevention programs.  

 The present research has important theoretical and applied implications. We 

found that incorporating the concept of a power differential between individuals into our 

theoretical framework was critical in understanding bullying relationships. Future 
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bullying research should consider the power dynamics that exist between individuals 

when exploring the factors that characterize these interactions.  

This research also has implications for bullying prevention program design, as 

well as how adults intervene in bullying, and community planning. Our project supports 

the importance and utility of using a social ecological approach, and a consideration of 

the in-group, out-group processes when creating programs and policy. Program leaders 

and developers should be aware of the individual factors that contribute to the power 

differential in bullying.  Programs should promote social inclusion and cooperation 

across racial divisions in order to break down potential in-group, out-group processes that 

may contribute to bullying. Also, specific consideration of racial bullying should be 

included in our efforts to deter bullying and its consequences. Furthermore, adult 

stakeholders should be educated on what contexts are associated with a higher likelihood 

of victimization for certain groups of individuals. For example, teachers should be made 

aware of the increased likelihood of racial victimization for those children and youth in 

the ethnic minority in an environment, and be given the tools to effectively intervene 

when a child is being victimized. Our findings on in-group, out-group processes also 

have implications for community design. Community planners and policy-makers should 

provide readily accessible recreation for youth with built-in structure and supervision by 

the community. Prevention and intervention strategies, as well as community planning 

that can decrease intergroup competition and power differentials related to bullying, have 

the potential to better address bullying in different contexts in Canada.  
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While this research has highlighted the importance of an ecological perspective of 

bullying, it also identifies some areas for future research. One of the goals was to identify 

and operationalize individual and community factors that could contribute to the power 

differential in bullying. Since power is central to the definition of bullying, more research 

is needed to identify how the power differential manifests in bullying relationships. For 

example, researchers could assess how children identify the power differential in bullying 

and how they identify how power is achieved. Second, further inquiry is required to 

determine why the community environmental influence on bullying and victimization is 

relatively small. It may be that community factors have less effect on the interpersonal 

dynamics occurring between individuals in comparison to individual factors. On the other 

hand, it could also be that our measures were too distal and imprecise to distinguish the 

important differences in communities. Both these areas of research would expand the 

current knowledge of community factors and power dynamics in bullying.  

 This thesis investigated the associations between individual and environmental 

characteristics and physical/social, electronic, and racial bullying and victimization. In 

both studies, bullying and victimization are primarily related to the characteristics of 

individuals that contribute to a power differential or group identification. Despite this 

finding, community differences were also associated with bullying behaviours and the 

experience of victimization. The interplay between individual and community factors 

contributed to the group processes and power differential related to bullying interactions. 

Our findings underline the primary importance of individual characteristics and at the 
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same time, support taking a social ecological perspective when considering the 

associations between personal characteristics and rates of bullying involvement. 

Exploration into how individual characteristics and group processes are represented in the 

community context deepens our understanding of the importance of a community 

environment that supports diversity, social inclusion, and positive relationships. 
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