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Abstract Increasing immigration and school ethnic seg-
regation have raised concerns about the social integration of
minority students. We examined the role of immigrant
status in social exclusion and the moderating effect of
classroom immigrant density among Swedish 14–15-year
olds (n= 4795, 51 % females), extending conventional
models of exclusion by studying multiple outcomes: victi-
mization, isolation, and rejection. Students with immigrant
backgrounds were rejected more than majority youth and
first generation non-European immigrants were more iso-
lated. Immigrants generally experienced more social
exclusion in immigrant sparse than immigrant dense class-
rooms, and victimization increased with higher immigrant
density for majority youth. The findings demonstrate that, in
addition to victimization, subtle forms of exclusion may
impede the social integration of immigrant youth but that
time in the host country alleviates some risks for exclusion.

Keywords Social exclusion ● Victimization ● School
segregation ● Ethnic composition ● Immigrant ● Adolescence

Introduction

Recent increases in immigration have made efforts to sup-
port the social integration of immigrant youth an important
priority for schools in many European countries. This is
vital for reducing prejudice, for protecting minority groups
from social marginalization and for promoting social
cohesion (cf., Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). Adolescents
spend the majority of their time at school, and establishing
positive peer relations in this context forms a key aspect of
integration. During adolescence, a particularly high priority
is given to acceptance among peers and positive relations
provide social support and also promote youth’s self-worth
and sense of identity (Berndt 1999; LaFontana and
Cillessen 2010). Thus, social exclusion during this period is
concerning because it coincides with an increased devel-
opmental need for peer affiliation, and marginalization can
seriously undermine adolescents’ mental well-being, school
adjustment, and even subsequent health (McCormick et al.
2011; Östberg and Modin 2008; Wolke et al. 2013). For
immigrant youth, peers have additional benefits of pro-
moting engagement in the host culture and opportunities to
develop cultural and language skills (Berry et al. 2006), and
poor relations present particularly important challenges for
well-being (Hjern et al. 2013).

This study contributes to a comprehensive understanding
of the role that immigrant background plays in social
exclusion among peers during adolescence. According to
“social misfit” theory (Wright et al. 1986), individuals tend
to be rejected when they differ to others according to one or
several characteristics, and immigrant background can be
such a characteristic (Jackson et al. 2006; Vervoot et al.
2010). The “power imbalance” theory also argues that
vulnerability to exclusion is greater in contexts where
one’s ethnic group comprises a situational minority
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(Graham 2006), which occurs on a regular basis in ethnically
segregated schools. Therefore, classroom immigrant density
may play an important role in the social exclusion of youth.

Previous research on social exclusion in the school
context has identified bully victimization as an area of
concern but largely overlooked possible harm through other
important, but often more subtle or even unintentional
social dynamics. Motivated by the centrality of peer social
acceptance to adolescent well-being (Brown 2004), we
extend the understanding of social exclusion and ethnicity
by examining isolation and rejection in addition to victi-
mization. Drawing on a recent school sample of Swedish
adolescents (n= 4795), we ask if immigrant status functions
as a signal of “difference” in predicting different aspects of
social exclusion and if classroom immigrant density mod-
erates these relationships.

Ethnicity, Classroom Ethnic Composition, and Social
Exclusion

Belonging to an ethnic minority has been identified as a risk
factor for exclusion among peers. Social identity theory
proposes that individuals desire to identify with and belong
to social groups seen as superior to others (Tajfel 1982). This
tendency results in preferences that favor or promote the in-
group’s status, often at the expense of other groups. Within
the school context, youth strive for a high position within the
social hierarchy and may (intentionally or unintentionally)
distance themselves from those who are perceived as
belonging to a lower status group, such as immigrants
(Bellmore et al. 2012). However, empirical findings on dif-
ferences in social exclusion between majority and immigrant
youth have been mixed. Some studies find that ethnic
minorities report greater experiences of being bullied than
majority youth (Hjern et al. 2013; Sulkowski et al. 2014) and
are preferred or liked less than majority youth (Motti-Stefa-
nidi et al. 2008; Strohmeier and Spiel, 2003; Strohmeier et al.
2011; Wilson and Rodkin 2011). However, other studies find
no such differences (Fandrem et al. 2009; McKenney et al.
2006), or even find that minority groups are less likely than
the majority to be identified as victims (Hanish and Guerra
2000; Strohmeier et al. 2008).

Social ecological perspectives provide a more nuanced
understanding of social exclusion by considering how
individual characteristics may interact with the social con-
text surrounding peer relations (Hong and Espelage 2012).
Similarity to others increases one’s likelihood of social
acceptance, and friendships are typically formed on the
basis of homophily in demographic characteristics and
interests (e.g., McPherson et al. 2001). Conversely, youth
tend to be rejected when they are noticeably different from
the others (Mendez et al. 2012; Nadeem and Graham 2005;
Qin et al. 2008; Strohmeier et al. 2011). The social misfit

hypothesis proposes that children who deviate from the
group norm and are different in some discernible way, such
as behaviors or appearance, are often targeted for victimi-
zation (Boivin et al. 1995; Wright et al. 1986). Immigrant or
ethnic minority students often deviate in such ways and thus
may be perceived as not “fitting in”, particularly in school
classes with only a small proportion of immigrant
classmates.

The power imbalance theory (see Graham 2006; Juvonen
et al. 2006) argues that individuals are more likely to be
victimized in circumstances where their ethnic group is
relatively small because they hold less social power.
Although ethnicity in itself may represent power, ethnically
segregated classes pose risks for youth whose group is
poorly represented. An immigrant dense class thus, may
increase the balance of power for minorities whose ethnic
group may otherwise hold a low status position in society
(Graham 2006; Juvonen et al. 2006). Although the misfit
and power imbalance theories emphasize different
mechanisms, both processes are likely involved in the social
dynamics leading to marginalization. In combination, they
suggest that both immigrant and majority youth may be at
increased risk of exclusion in classrooms where they com-
prise the minority because they are less similar to class-
mates and hold less social power in such contexts. While
school segregation poses risks, in some circumstances it
may also protect youth, particularly immigrant youth, from
social exclusion (Thijs et al. 2014; Vitoroulis et al. 2015)
due to a greater likelihood of fitting in and shifting of power
balances.

Studies from several Northern American and European
countries have indeed found that immigrants, particularly
those with non-European backgrounds, experience less
victimization in schools with higher proportions of immi-
grants (Agirdag et al. 2011; Hjern et al. 2013; Vitoroulis
et al. 2015; Walsh et al. 2016). These studies also found no
effect of immigrant density on ethnic majority children’s
likelihood of victimization. Thus, majority youth’s social
standing may be less sensitive to variations in classroom
ethnic composition. Consistent with this, there is some
evidence that minority youth tend to show weaker same-
ethnic preferences than majority youth (Griffiths and
Nesdale 2006; Vervoort et al. 2010). However, other studies
have found that majority youth experience greater
victimization in contexts with higher immigrant density
(Verkuyten and Thijs 2002), indicating that class ethnic
composition is also relevant to majority youth’s social
vulnerability.

Broadening the Conceptualization of Social Exclusion

Research on social exclusion among peers and immigrant or
ethnic background has largely focused on bully
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victimization, an extreme form of explicit social exclusion.
However, there are arguably milder forms of exclusion
based on more subtle social processes that are also highly
relevant for social integration and cohesion. The social
belonging literature argues that social connectedness is a
fundamental need (Baumeister and Leary 1995; Ryan and
Deci 2000) and schools represent a key social environment
for adolescents. Given the importance that social affiliation
with peers plays in adolescent well-being (Brown 2004),
alternative aspects of social exclusion among classmates
should also be considered. In line with theories of homo-
phily (McPherson et al. 2001) and social group identifica-
tion (Tajfel 1982), youth tend to interact with similar others
and favor in-group than out-group ethnic peers (Baerveldt
et al. 2007; Levy and Killen 2010), even in casual inter-
actions (Fortuin et al. 2014). Although explicit ethnic bias
decreases during childhood, implicit biases continue
throughout adolescence (Dunham et al. 2006) and may be
reflected in these preferences. Furthermore, peer relations
are also formed based on a range of interests and values that
often unintentionally overlap with ethnicity (Stark and
Flache 2012).

These seemingly innocent social preferences can have
negative secondary effects of enhancing segregation and
social marginalization by inadvertently ostracizing indivi-
duals with certain characteristics. Thus, we argue that a
broader perspective of social exclusion is needed that con-
siders milder or even implicit forms of marginalization.
Being rejected (disliked or not preferred) or ignored by
peers are notable aspects of such forms of exclusion. Low
peer status and friendlessness pose risks for youth’s positive
adjustment (Almquist 2011) and increase the likelihood of
future victimization (Strohmeier et al. 2011). These
dimensions of social exclusion may also promote social
dynamics in the broader community that lead to an overall
lack of inter-ethnic contact and social integration. By
focusing on rejection and isolation, in addition to bullying,
we intend to broaden the understanding of social exclusion
among immigrant youth. With multiple measures, we can
also study ethnic differences across multiple facets of social
exclusion, as cumulative disadvantage would present a
serious challenge for social integration.

The Swedish Context

In recent decades, Sweden has transformed from relatively
homogenous into a multicultural society. The growth in
immigration is reflected in the student population
(Böhlmark et al. 2016). For example, the proportion of
children with an immigrant background increased from 14
to 20 % between only 2000 and 2011 (Holmlund et al.
2014; Statistics Sweden 2013). In the wake of this devel-
opment, and like several other European Union (EU)

countries, there is substantial ethnic residential and school
segregation as well as higher rates of poverty among
immigrants, especially those from non-Western countries
(Eurostat 2011; Mood and Jonsson 2016). The Swedish
context is noteworthy because unlike many other countries,
most immigrants come for humanitarian reasons or family
reunification, and from a diverse range of countries. A large
proportion of immigrants are refugees–particularly those
from Middle Eastern, African, and Asian countries. Other
immigrants, mostly from Nordic or EU countries move due
to economic opportunities. Differences in cultural, eco-
nomic, educational, and religious characteristics of these
Middle Eastern, African, and Asian regions are typically
greater than of other European or Western regions, and
these individuals are considered to represent a “visual”
immigrant status in Swedish society (Hjern et al. 2013). In
recent times, the social climate in Sweden has polarized
with a vocal criticism in political and social discourse
regarding the integration of immigrant youth, mostly tar-
geted at those from more distant regions. This demographic
change in the student population presents challenges in
promoting social integration in schools.

Most theories of immigrant integration propose that
exposure to the host country culture and language facilitates
integration through acculturation (Berry 1997)—immi-
grants gradually become more similar to the majority
population with greater time spent in the host country (Alba
and Nee 2009). This is often operationalized by distin-
guishing between “generations” of immigrants. First gen-
eration immigrants have moved to the host country and
second generation immigrants were born in the host country
but have foreign-born parents. It is particularly important to
distinguish between these groups because many first gen-
eration immigrants not only come new to the school and
community, but also typically without previous social net-
works or local language skills (almost no immigrants speak
Swedish upon arrival). The second generation generally has
an advantage in terms of language proficiency, cultural
familiarity, and socioeconomic stability. Although studies
on peer relations often fail to recognize generational dif-
ferences, analyzing these groups together overlooks poten-
tial heterogeneity in important acculturation processes. To
address this limitation, we will test both first and second
immigrant generation.

Background Factors to Consider When Examining
Immigrant Status and Social Exclusion

It is important to control for potentially confounding factors
when examining peer relations and immigrant status. Poorer
peer relations may be shaped by a range of characteristics
that often coincide with ethnicity (Stark and Flache 2012),
such as lower family socioeconomic status (Hjalmarsson
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and Mood 2015; Wolke et al. 2013). Parent separation/
divorce is also a risk for peer rejection but is observed less
often in some immigrant groups (UNICEF 2009). We will,
therefore, control for socioeconomic background and family
structure. In addition, class size will be controlled for
because the number of classmates provides a structural
condition that can influence the probability of social con-
tact, victimization, and friendship formation (Verkuyten and
Thijs 2002).

The Current Study

The main aim of this study is to examine the role of
immigrant status in different aspects of social exclusion and
the moderating role of classroom ethnic composition. We
extend previous research on social exclusion during ado-
lescence in three ways. Firstly, three aspects of social
exclusion at school will be examined: peer victimization
(from self-reports), social isolation, and rejection (both
based on peer-reports). Secondly, immigrant background
will be examined according to generation of migration as
well as region of origin. Thirdly, key background factors
will be controlled for to reduce potential confounding in
associations between immigrant status and social exclusion.

If immigrant background generally functions as a char-
acteristic signaling “difference”, then immigrant youth are
expected to be more socially excluded than majority youth
(Hypothesis 1). Focusing on the classroom context, in line
with both the social misfit and power imbalance theories,
immigrant youth are expected to experience greater social
exclusion in immigrants parse classrooms than immigrant
dense classrooms (Hypothesis 2). Conversely, if majority
youth’s social status is also contextually sensitive, then
majority youth are expected to experience greater social
exclusion in more immigrant dense classrooms (Hypothesis
3). According to acculturation theory, second generation
immigrants will be less different to majority youth and hold
greater social power than first generation immigrants, and
are, therefore, expected to be less socially excluded
(Hypothesis 4). If a key mechanism for social exclusion is
being a “visible” minority, then youth with a non-European
(“non-white”) background will be more likely to experience
social exclusion than those with a European (“white”)
background (Hypothesis 5).

Methods

Participants and Procedure

Data is drawn from the Youth in Europe Study (YES!),
which is part of a larger international study, Children of

Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Coun-
tries (CILS4EU), funded by New Opportunities for
Research Funding Agency Cooperation in Europe (NOR-
FACE) (Kalter et al. 2013). The project is designed with a
focus on the structural and social aspects of young people’s
living conditions that are important to integration and well-
being. This study draws on Swedish data from the first wave
of data collection (winter 2010 and spring 2011) when
respondents (n= 5,025, 49 % males and 51 % females) were
in the eighth grade and ~14 to 15 years of age (mean=
14.69, S.D. = 38). In the Swedish school system, eighth
grade students have normally been in the same class for
~2–4 years (depending on the school) and attend nearly all
lessons together. Thus, the social dynamics in these school
classes were established and represent an important social
arena for the students.

Statistics Sweden (the Swedish government statistics
agency) collected the data using a two-step stratified cluster
sampling approach. Schools across Sweden were randomly
selected within four strata defined by the proportion of
immigrant youth, over-sampling immigrant dense schools.
Within each school two randomly drawn classes, and all
pupils in them, were invited to participate. Over 90 % of
schools and 86 % of students participated (non-response
was mostly due to the absence and did not vary across
minority–majority groups). Official survey weights were
provided that adjust for sample design and non-response to
ensure the sample is representative of the Swedish popu-
lation of eight-graders in the school year 2010/11.

Participants completed a set of self-report questionnaires
and tests, as well as sociometric nominations. Ques-
tionnaires took ~80 min to complete during lesson time, and
students were informed that participation was voluntary and
that their responses were anonymous. Parents also com-
pleted postal questionnaires. The current study used par-
ental reports to complement student information on
immigrant status and family structure. Survey data is
available at www.gesis.org (ZA5353 data file). Information
on family socioeconomic status and age of immigration was
also drawn from tax, immigration, and education population
registers held by Statistics Sweden.

Measures

Social Exclusion Outcomes

Rejection Rejection reflected classmates’ preferences
regarding which peers were perceived as socially undesir-
able within the classroom context. It was based on the
following sociometric item: “Who do you not want to sit
next to?” Students could nominate up to five classmates
from a roster that listed the names of all students in the
class. Over 60 % of participants received at least one
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nomination. Those receiving three or more nominations
from their classmates were categorized as rejected. Sensi-
tivity analyses using alternative cut-offs came to sub-
stantively similar findings and are described in the results
section.

Isolation Isolation represented youth who were ignored or
neglected by their classmates. Students were asked “Who is
your very best friend in class?” and “Who are your best
friends in class?” Participants could nominate one classmate
for the first item and up to five for the second, in no par-
ticular order from the roster of names. Received friendship
nominations were summed and those receiving no friend-
ship nominations were categorized as isolated.

Victimization Peer victimization was assessed by three
items asking participants how often in the past month they
had been bullied, teased, or been made to feel scared of
other students. Respondents reporting any of these experi-
ences at least once a week, or all three experiences monthly
were categorized as having been victimized. This is con-
sistent with definitions of victimization as frequent and
ongoing events (Olweus 1993).

Key Predictors

Immigrant Status Data on immigrant status came from
student-reports, complemented with parent-reports or
population register information in the case of student non-
response. Participants were categorized as majority if they
were the biological or adoptive child of at least one
Swedish-born parent. This is consistent with the official
definition used by the Swedish statistics bureau (Statistics
Sweden). First generation immigrants included youth born
abroad to foreign-born parents and second generation
immigrants included those born in Sweden to foreign-born
parents. Region of origin was categorized according the
parents’ country of birth prioritizing the mother’s country of
birth if parents came from different countries. The immi-
grant sample included 1477 (31 %) individuals from the
Middle East (13 %), Southern Europe (6 %), Africa (4 %),
Asia (3 %), Eastern Europe (2 %), Latin America (1 %), and
Western Europe or other Western countries (1 %). Due to
the heterogeneity and low numbers in origin subgroups, we
attempted to identify groups who differ to the majority
Swedish population on several characteristics. Youth whose
parents came from European or other Western countries
(within Europe and North America or Australia, and New
Zealand) were categorized as having a European (or
Western/“white”) ethnicity. Youth whose families came
from African, Middle Eastern, Asian or Latin American
countries were classified as having a non-European (“non-
white”) ethnicity. This distinction was made due to the
different migration histories, cultures, and physical

characteristics typically associated with these broad groups
in Sweden. A similar classification has previously revealed
differences between immigrant groups in labor market dis-
advantage in Sweden, suggestive of preferential treatment
of immigrants from European and other Western countries
(Jonsson 2007). A great advantage of the CILS4EU data is
the ability to analyze both ethnic origin and immigrant
generation, thus a five-category measure of immigrant status
was formed representing: Swedish majority, second gen-
eration European background immigrants, second genera-
tion non-European, first generation European and first
generation non-European immigrants.

Classroom Immigrant Density Classroom immigrant den-
sity indicated the classroom ethnic composition. A con-
tinuous variable represented the proportion of students who
were either first or second generation immigrants. A cate-
gorical measure was also formed reflecting low (0–20 %),
moderate (21–49 %), and high (50–100 %) immigrant den-
sity. Categorical and continuous measures were generated
because we were interested in both effects from contexts
where immigrants comprised the majority versus minority
(based on power imbalance theory) and also effects from
linearly increasing density.

Control Variables

Several background characteristics that potentially con-
found the relationship between immigrant status and social
exclusion were controlled for.

Family Structure This measure reflected whether the stu-
dent lived with both biological parents or not (separated or
divorced parents). If information was missing from child-
reports, information from the parental survey was used.

Parental Education Parental education indicated the
highest level of education attained by the biological parents
that the participant regularly lives with. Records of educa-
tional attainment from official education registers included
seven categories ranging from less than secondary educa-
tion to post-graduate university studies. To maintain con-
sistency with the “misfit” theoretical framework, the
measure of parental education was centered around the class
median. Thus, it represents parental education relative to
that of their classmates.

Household Disposable Income Household income was the
total post-tax income of participants’ guardians according to
tax registers, adjusted for family size by equivalization
(dividing the income by the square root of the number of
parents and children in the family). If parents lived in dif-
ferent households, the average of their incomes was used.
To maintain consistency with the “misfit” theoretical
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framework, household income was also centered around the
class median.

Cognitive Ability Cognitive ability was measured using a
timed pattern recognition test, considered the most culture-
free cognitive test (see Weiss 2006). This was included as a
covariate in the rejection analyses because a student’s
cognitive ability may influence whether classmates would
like to sit next to them. These scores were also centered to
reflect participants’ level relative to the class median.

Class Size The number of student in the class accounted
for the structurally determined probability of receiving
nominations.

Analysis Strategy

Stata 13 (Stata Corporation 2013) was used for all statistical
analyses. Twenty-six cases that were judged to be unreliable
due to implausible responses were removed as well as the
sociometric nominations that they gave. A further 204 cases
had incomplete data on one or more variables. This resulted
in a core sample comprising 4795 students (in 251 classes in
129 schools), representing 96 % of the original sample.
Additional exclusion criteria were applied for the rejection
and isolation analyses using sociometric nominations.
Sociometric data were screened with self-nominations and
double-nominations (nominating the same classmate twice
within friendship or rejection nominations) removed from
the analyses. Cases missing complete data were removed
only after their sociometric nominations were used to gen-
erate the measures of isolation and rejection. To ensure
reliable measures, classes where less than 10 students or
70 % of students had completed the sociometric ques-
tionnaire were also excluded, consistent with recommended
response rates for sociometric data (Marks et al. 2013). This
resulted in a sub-sample of 4408 students for the isolation
and 4237 students for the rejection analyses (171 partici-
pants did not complete the cognitive ability test).

Due to the clustering of students within classes, a series
of two-level multilevel linear probability models (LPM)
were performed at the individual and class-level. Explora-
tory analyses using multilevel logistic regression showed
substantially similar results. However, LPM was chosen
because unlike logistic regression, estimates are less influ-
enced by omitted variables and unobserved heterogeneity,
and can be more readily compared across models or groups
and intuitively interpreted (see Mood 2010). A three-level
modeling approach including school effects was not per-
formed because the current theoretical focus was on class-
room factors and exploratory analyses showed that no
additional variance was captured at this level. Additionally,
in some cases only one class participated from a given
school. Official survey weights were used in all regression

models to adjust for the oversampling of immigrant dense
schools and non-response at the school, class, and indivi-
dual levels.

Three models tested main effects for each of the three
outcomes: rejection, isolation, and victimization. Model 1
presented the crude estimates for immigrant status. Model 2
then controlled for the family and individual background
factors. Model 3 tested for the main effect of classroom
immigrant density and class size in addition to immigrant
status and all covariates. To test our hypotheses about the
moderating effect of the social context, interactions between
immigrant status and classroom immigrant density were
then examined. Because power imbalance theory proposes
that comprising the situational majority versus minority is
of key importance, the categorical measure of immigrant
density was of primary interest in all analyses. However, all
interactions were also tested using the more parsimonious
continuous measure of immigrant density.

Results

Table 1 shows the unweighted sample characteristics
according to immigrant status, social exclusion, and the
control variables. Approximately 30 % of participants had
an immigrant background, including 10% with a European
background and 20 % with a non-European background
(recall that these groups were oversampled). Although the
majority of students attended classes with low immigrant
density (49 %), due to strong ethnic school segregation the
distribution varied widely according to immigrant status.
For example, 65 % of majority youth, 16 % of the
European, and 10 % of the non-European immigrants
attended low immigrant dense classes. Conversely, 10 % of
majority youth, 54 % of the European, and 65 % of non-
European youth attended high immigrant dense classes. In
relation to social exclusion, 26 % of youth were rejected,
nearly 6 % were isolated and just under 10 % were victi-
mized. The median disposable (equivalized) income corre-
sponded to 26,784 USD, the majority of participants had at
least one parent with a secondary education and lived with
both parents. The analysis sample had a balanced gender
distribution with 49 % males and 51 % females.

Main Effects of Immigrant Status on Social Exclusion

The main effects of immigrant status on the three aspect of
social exclusion are shown in Table 2. Model 1 for rejection
showed that all immigrant groups were at a greater risk of
rejection compared to majority youth, with the difference
ranging between 7 to 18 percentage points. The risk for first
generation youth was greater than second generation irre-
spective of region of origin. Model 2 adjusted for the effects
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of key background factors and the effects for immigrant
status reduced somewhat in this model. Model 3 then
included immigrant density and the number of classmates as
predictors, which showed a disadvantage for all immigrant
groups. This is because attending a high immigrant dense
classroom predicted a 12 percentage point reduced risk of
rejection. In addition, being female as well as having
stronger cognitive skills, higher household income, and
higher parental education relative to classmates were each
associated with a reduced likelihood of rejection.

For isolation, model 1 showed that first generation
immigrants of non-European background were significantly
more likely to be isolated than majority youth. This result
was maintained even after accounting for background fac-
tors in model 2, in which higher parental education pre-
dicted a lower likelihood of being isolated. As seen in
model 3, no effects of immigrant density were observed,
while greater class size reduced the likelihood of isolation.
Follow-up analyses showed that the main effect for first
generation non-European immigrants was primarily
observed among recent immigrants—youth who migrated
to Sweden after the age of 10, which is commonly the
starting age for secondary school.

The main effects for victimization showed that second
generation immigrant youth from both regions reported
significantly less victimization than majority youth. This
represented a likelihood that was five percentage points
lower than majority youth. In model 2 having an alternative

family structure predicted a greater likelihood of being
victimized. However, model 3 revealed no effects of either
immigrant density or class size for victimization.

Follow-up analyses tested the possible role of immigrant
status in cumulative exclusion, using a measure that
reflected co-occurring types of social exclusion (two or
more). First generation immigrants irrespective of region
showed an increased likelihood of cumulative exclusion
that was marginally significant (b= .06 (.04), p< .10 and b
= .06 (.03), p< .06, for the European and non-European
regions, respectively). However, further examination
revealed that this effect was also only observed among the
recent immigrants.

Interactions between Immigrant Status and Classroom
Immigrant Density

The moderating effect of class immigrant density for each
aspect of exclusion was then examined. Interaction effects
are presented in Table 3, and Figs. 1–3 show the probability
of exclusion according to immigrant status within low,
moderate, and high immigrant dense classrooms (weighted
data) after controlling for all background factors. Significant
interactions (5 % level) are marked with an asterisk.
Beginning with rejection, youth from all immigrant groups
generally showed a greater likelihood than majority youth
for rejection classes with low immigrant density (Fig. 1).
For second generation immigrant youth from both regions,

Table 1 Sample characteristics
for immigrant status, classroom
immigrant density, social
exclusion, and control variables
(unweighted data, n= 4795)

N (%) N (%)

Immigrant status Rejection (n= 4,237)

Swedish majority 3318 (69.20) No 3131 (73.90)

Second generation European 309 (6.44) Yes 1106 (26.10)

Second generation non-European 655 (13.66) Isolation (n= 4,408) –

First generation European 164 (3.42) No 4160 (94.37)

First generation non-European 349 (7.28) Yes 248 (5.63)

Immigrant density–categorical Victimization (n= 4,795)

Low 0–20 % 2327 (48.53) No 4339 (90.49)

Moderate 21–49 % 1238 (25.82) Yes 456 (9.51)

High 50–100% 1230 (25.65) – –

Immigrant density–continuousa 22 (0–100)

Covariates N (%) Covariates N (%)

Gender Family structure

Male 2352 (49.05) Lives with both parents 3197 (66.67)

Female 2443 (50.95) Other 1598 (33.33)

Cognitive abilitya 18 (0–27) Household income ($US)a 26784 (7–177,643)

Class sizea 21 (6–32) Parental educationa 4 (1–7)

– – –

Note a Continuous variable–median and range presented (before within-class centering if applicable); Class
size for the sociometric-based analyses was 21 (10–31)
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the likelihood of rejection was significantly lower in high
immigrant dense classes, at about half the rate of low
immigrant dense classes. These trends were qualified by
significant interactions with the continuous measure of
immigrant density, indicating less rejection for second
generation European and non-European youth in increas-
ingly immigrant dense classes. Immigrant density did not
moderate the rejection of majority youth or the rejection of
first generation immigrants from either region.

All immigrant groups had higher rates of isolation in
immigrant sparse classrooms (Fig. 2). While the pattern of
higher risk was systematic, because isolation is a rather rare
experience the differences to low immigrant dense class-
rooms did not reach statistical significance. However, ana-
lyses that tested only immigrant generation (by combining
region of origin) showed that second generation immigrants
experienced significantly less isolation in moderately dense
(b= −10, p< .05) and high immigrant dense classes
(b= −.10, p< .05) compared to low dense classes. These

moderation effects were supported by a significant effect of
linearly increasing immigrant density for second generation
immigrants (b= −.13, p< .05).

Table 3 Significant interaction
effects between immigrant status
and classroom immigrant
density

Outcome Interaction Immigrant density

Categorical Continuous

Rejection Second generation European*high dense/increasing
density

−.20 (.10)* −.32 (.15)*

Rejection Second generation non-European*moderate dense −.18 (.09)*

Rejection Second generation non-European*high dense/increasing
density

−.26 (.08)** −.33 (.10)**

Victimization Swedish majority*high dense/increasing density .06 (.03)* .10 (.04)***

Victimization Second generation non-European*high dense/increasing
density

−.08 (.05)+ −.13 (.06)*

Victimization First generation non-European*moderate dense −.19 (.10)+

Victimization First generation non-European*high dense/increasing
density

−.24 (.10)* −.27 (.11)*

Note +p< .09; *p< .05; **p< .01; ***p< .001
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Moderation effects of immigrant density were also
observed for victimization. Majority youth were more likely
to be victimized in high immigrant dense than low dense
classes, whereas immigrant youth showed the opposite
pattern. First generation non-European immigrants had a
much lower risk of being bullied in moderate and high
dense classrooms. These findings were qualified by linear
interaction terms showing increased risk for majority youth
in increasingly immigrant dense classes and decreasing risk
for non-European youth of second and first generations.

Sensitivity Analyses

Several sensitivity analyses were performed to ensure validity
of the immigrant status measure. Parent-reported information
on grandparents’ country of birth was available for a sub-
sample of cases (56%). Less than 1% of immigrant youth
were categorized as having a region of origin different to at
least one their grandparents and none had more than two
conflicts in categorization. Participants self-reported (sub-
jective) ethnic identity was also compared with immigrant
status. Less than 2% (n= 90) of the immigrant sample
reported a non-Swedish ethnic identity that was inconsistent
with the region of origin. Analyses performed with these
cases removed produced nearly identical estimates to the
current findings. Thus, the region of origin classification using
parents’ country of birth appeared to capture ethnic descent
accurately. Robustness tests showed that the findings for
subgroups within the two regions of origin generally followed
a similar pattern. Dividing the regions into further subgroups
resulted in too little statistical power and so the distinction
between European and non-European background was
applied. In addition, analyses with 28 adopted youth removed
from the sample produced nearly identical estimates.

Alternative coding options for rejection were examined,
including cut-offs representing at least one nomination (63%
of sample) or two or more nominations (40%) and also
continuous measures representing total nominations and
nominations standardized within classes. These showed sub-
stantively similar results to the current estimates, supporting
the robustness of the findings. A dichotomous measure of
rejection was generated because nominations were heavily
skewed and also to maintain consistency with the study’s other
outcomes. We believe the selected cut-off avoided nuances
(e.g., one nomination) while capturing a social dynamic that
may be problematic for integration (higher, albeit not extreme
nominations) and retaining adequate statistical power.

Discussion

In many European countries, increases in immigration and
school ethnic segregation have raised challenges for

promoting social cohesion and the social integration of
youth. Social ecological theories point to the importance of
social environments, such as the school class, and propose
that individuals who are different to others are at greater risk
of exclusion. Although previous research has identified
victimization as a risk, young people can be socially mar-
ginalized by peers in a number of ways and so we tested a
broader conceptualization of exclusion that captured mul-
tiple dynamics of marginalization. This included more
subtle indicators of exclusion, namely the tendency to avoid
sitting next to or not befriending someone. We, therefore,
examined whether immigrant background functions as a
determinant of “difference” invictimization, rejection, and
isolation, as well as the moderating role of class immigrant
density. The role of immigrant background was extended by
testing both generation and region of origin. Furthermore,
potential confounders for the relationship between immi-
grant status and exclusion were controlled for by also
testing key background characteristics.

We used data on Swedish 14–15-year-olds (n= 4,795) to
examine five key hypotheses. The results indicate that social
exclusion is multi-faceted and support for the hypotheses
varied somewhat across the outcomes. Hypothesis 1 pro-
posed that if immigrant status generally signals “difference”
then immigrant youth would be at higher risk of exclusion
than majority youth. This expectation was supported by the
higher rejection rates in all the immigrant groups and the
greater risk for classroom isolation of first generation non-
European immigrants. In relation to contextual effects,
immigrant youth generally experienced more social exclu-
sion in immigrant sparse classes and majority youth
experienced more victimization in more immigrant dense
classes, supporting hypothesis 2 and 3, respectively. Gen-
erally, second generation immigrants were at less risk of
social exclusion than first generation immigrants in victi-
mization and rejection, in line with hypothesis 4. However,
non-European youth were not consistently at greater risk
than European youth, giving only partial support for
hypothesis 5. Greater exclusion of non-European youth was
observed only for first generation immigrants in victimiza-
tion and isolation (for which recent arrival was the driving
force).

Overall, majority youth reported more victimization than
second generation immigrants from either region, but
similar rates to both first generation immigrant groups. As
we did not find greater victimization of students of immi-
grant background overall, this indicates little general inter-
ethnic hostility. Previous findings on victimization have
been mixed, with some studies reporting that immigrant
youth are at greater risk than native youth, particularly those
of first generation (Hjern et al. 2013; Monks et al. 2008;
Strohmeier et al. 2011; Sulkowski et al. 2014). However,
others find that majority youth are bullied more (Strohmeier
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et al. 2008; Tippett et al. 2013; Vervoot et al. 2010) or little
difference between majority and immigrant youth (Fandrem
et al. 2009; McKenny et al. 2006; Vitoroulis et al. 2015).
The current findings may shed light on inconsistent findings
across studies by demonstrating that the definition of
immigrant groups used in comparisons is important, as first
generation but not second generation immigrants had vic-
timization rates comparable to majority youth.

Consistent with the social misfit and power imbalance
theories, being bullied was more common among first
generation and second generation non-European youth in
classrooms where they comprised a numerical minority.
Likewise, majority youth also experienced more bullying
when they were fewer (in higher immigrant dense classes).
However, even in high immigrant dense classes, majority
youth did not necessarily always comprise the absolute
minority. For example, on average they made up 26 % of
pupils in these classrooms, while first generation European
and non-European youth made up 8% and 18 %, respec-
tively (and these groups may include several different ethnic
groups). In comparison, low immigrant dense classes con-
sisted of 92 % majority youth on average. Nevertheless, this
difference in proportions appears to have influenced inter-
group relations sufficiently—whether through power
dynamics or perceptions of difference—so that majority
youth’s vulnerability to victimization changed according to
classroom ethnic composition.

All immigrant groups showed a greater risk than majority
youth to be rejected. Although our measure captured the
subtle mechanism of social avoidance, this finding is con-
sistent with a recent Finnish study that found first and
second generation immigrants were more likely to be dis-
liked by their classmates than majority youth (Strohmeier
et al. 2011). First generation immigrants in the current study
were less preferred than second generation, indicating that
this aspect of social exclusion decreases with time in the
host country, presumably as a consequence of acculturation
and language acquisition. Furthermore, regardless of
immigrant status, respondents were less likely to be rejected
in more immigrant dense schools. Hjern et al. (2013) found
that Swedish students of all origins reported higher levels of
well-being (including quality of peer relations, victimiza-
tion, and school satisfaction) in high immigrant dense
schools than low or medium dense schools. Future research
should investigate which school or student characteristics
may drive such patterns.

Overall, only small group differences were observed for
isolation. Although first generation non-European immi-
grants appeared to be at greater risk than majority youth,
follow-up analyses revealed that this effect was primarily
observed for youth who had migrated to Sweden since the
start of secondary school (after age 10). This demonstrates
the importance of identifying time of immigration, even

within first generation immigrants. Closson et al. (2014)
found that recent immigrants (arrival within 2 years) in
Canada were at increased risk of discrimination, feeling
unsafe, and fearing victimization at school than youth who
had migrated earlier in childhood. Our findings are partially
consistent with research indicating that immigrant children,
particularly first generation, have fewer friends and are less
accepted than majority youth (Strohmeier and Spiel 2003;
Von Grünigen et al. 2010), if we qualify this to concern
immigrant sparse school classes. In these classes, we found
a systematic pattern suggesting that both first and second
generation immigrants have higher risks of being isolated.
This is in line with a recent study of Danish youth that
found being an ethnic minority in class is associated with
greater loneliness (Madsen et al. 2016).

The patterns observed according to immigrant generation
and region of origin highlight the importance of accultura-
tion and ethnic discrimination processes for different
aspects of social exclusion. While our finding that pupils of
immigrant background are more socially excluded points to
challenges for integration, the results showing that second
generation youth tend to be at lower risk than first genera-
tion youth suggests that groups do get more integrated over
time. Another positive result is that few differences were
observed between those with immigrant origins geo-
graphically, culturally, and phenotypically closer to Sweden
(European and other Western countries), and those who
come from non-European and non-Western countries. Our
findings largely point to the importance of cultural and
language familiarity, as well as social and economic
resources in explanations for exclusion, rather than “race”
per se. In addition, by using three indicators of social
exclusion, we found that while immigrant youth were
generally at higher risk of social exclusion, a pattern of
cumulative risk was only observed for very recent arrivals.

Two key contributions of the current study were to
demonstrate how immigrant status was related to different
aspects of social exclusion at school and to provide insights
on the role of classroom ethnic composition. Immigrants are
a heterogeneous group, and unlike most previous studies,
the over-sampling of immigrant dense schools and detailed
data on family background permitted an examination of
both region of origin and immigrant generation. This cap-
tured different cultures, migration histories, labor market
integration, and exposure to Swedish language and culture
typically associated with these groups in Sweden. Never-
theless, even with the current large sample, we were unable
to examine variation within these two regions of origin. Our
findings indicated that first generation immigrant youth are
particularly vulnerable to isolation and to bullying in
immigrant sparse settings, especially non-European immi-
grants. Recent immigrants were identified for robustness
tests, but due to the small numbers in this subsample they
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were not analyzed in further detail. Future studies with
larger sample sizes should replicate the current findings,
particularly the results observed for isolation. This would
also enable a more detailed examination of country of origin
and longitudinal studies could corroborate whether longer
host country exposure reduces the risk of rejection.

Future studies could also work to more clearly identify
conditions and mechanisms that minimize the salience of
immigrant status in social exclusion. For example, a positive
classroom atmosphere, characterized by classmate support,
has been shown to protect both majority and immigrant
youth from effects of immigrant density on victimization
(Walsh et al. 2016). Conceptualizations of classroom ethnic
composition can take many forms and the current study used
the proportion of non-majority youth. However, it can also
be examined according to classroom diversity, which reflects
the ethnic heterogeneity (e.g., Putnam 2007). Exploratory
analyses found no main effects of diversity once the influ-
ence of immigrant density was accounted. In low immigrant
dense classes there was high collinearity between density
and diversity but the correlation substantially weakened with
increasing immigrant density. Previous studies have also
shown immigrant density to be a stronger predictor of social
exclusion than diversity (Agirdag et al. 2011). However, the
interaction between immigrant density and diversity may be
particularly important for immigrant dense schools in
countries with a heterogeneous immigrant population such
as Sweden. In addition, the impact of having classmates of
the same-origin or same-immigrant generation would also
shed more light on ethnic composition effects and exclusion
from within the immigrant population, especially in regards
to rejection.

The current study focused specifically on social exclusion
among peers in the school class context. An important
question regards the extent to which exclusion extends
beyond this environment. Social exclusion by classmates may
represent a generalized interpersonal disadvantage with diffi-
culties across multiple settings or it may be limited to the
school context. Thus, future research should also consider
youth’s out-of-school social activities and interpersonal rela-
tionships, as well as the role of neighborhood ethnic segre-
gation to further understand the scope of social exclusion.

Conclusion

The current study revealed a complex picture of social
integration for both immigrant and majority youth. The
findings demonstrated that in addition to victimization,
more subtle or even implicit forms of social exclusion
present challenges to the integration of immigrant youth.
Immigrant status was associated with multiple aspects of
social exclusion among peers and the ethnic composition of

the school class played an important role in defining which
youth were excluded. The findings underline the importance
of considering immigrant generation when addressing eth-
nic segregation in schools, and highlight the social diffi-
culties of recent immigrants. Although ethnic segregation
appears to have some protective effects in contexts with
similar others, it may inhibit integration and impede
immigrant youth’s network resources in the long run. More
work is needed to understand the underlying mechanisms,
such as hierarchies related to social or economic resources,
language, behavioral or cultural competencies, and the
likelihood of social exclusion of immigrants by other
immigrant youth. Efforts are needed to help educators
identify socially excluding behavior that may seem innoc-
uous but can have negative secondary effects. Strategies
that promote perceptions of similarity based on interests,
skills, and social status may help.
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